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ABSTRACT 

This study analyzes the demise of the bimetallic 

monetary system of the Egyptian and Syrian economies in the 

early Middle Ages. The analysis focuses on Fatimid finan

cial policies and institutions since the bimetallic system 

reached its apex and final stage of decline during the 

dynasty (A.H. 297-567/A.D. 969-1171). A brief pre-Fatimid 

Islamic monetary history provides a background for the 

central problem. The Fatimid monetary system is delineated 

within the context of basic Fatimid economic policy. The 

study concludes that the bimetallic system ended in 

accordance with Gresham's Law, i.e., the debased currencies 

of states surrounding the Fatimid domains, particularly the 

counterfeit issues of the Latin states, drained the Fatimid ' f 

gold coinage to other regions at a time when the Fatimid 

authorities could offer little backing for their coinage. 

Subsequently, Egyptian and Syrian dynasties adopted silver 

as the official medium of exchange. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The medieval Muslim monetary system reached its 

zenith in Egypt during the fourth to fifth centuries, 

A.H. (ten-eleventh A.D.), then suffered a decline from which 

it never fully recovered. Numismatic evidence as well as 

historical research have demonstrated the fineness of the 

coinage and relatively high degree of financial maturity 

attained while the heterodox Fi~imid dynasty controlled 

Egypt and Syria (A.H.358-567/A.D.969-1171). The Fa~imid 

dinar became the major currency in Mediterranean trade while 

Cairene and Alexandrian moneychangers laid the foundations 

for the banking system that would later arise in the 

Italian city-states. Despite the degree of financial 

sophistication evidehced in this era of Egyptian history, 

there has appeared no single study of Fatimid monetary 

development, no economic analysis of the course of that 

development nor of the causes of decline that became 

apparent in the middle of the fifth/eleventh century. 

This paper will place the Fatimid monetary system . 
in the context of Islamic monetary development by first 

reviewing the major contributions of the pre-Fitimid Muslim 

dynasties and then by delineating the salient features of 

the Fa~imid system in Egypt and Syria. Finally, the shocks 
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that occurred in the eleventh through twelfth centuries will 

be analyzed in order to explain the devaluations of the 

Fatimid coinage that resulted in discontinuation of the gold 

dinar by subsequent dynasties. 

The present study of Fatimid monetary development 

vjill attempt, to the extent that data is available, to 

explore the following questions: 

1) Why did the caliphate adopt a bimetallic 

system? 

2) What were the sources of precious metals in 

medieval Egypt and Syria? 

3) Where and how were the issues minted? 

4) What was the level of minting activity during 

the Fatimid era? 

5) To what extent did financial intermediation 

exist in the period, and what was the roie of 

the caliphate in its operation? 

6) To what extent did fluctuations in the gold and 

silver markets reflect policies of the monetary 

authorities as opposed to the conditions 

prevailing in the market? 

7) What was the general trend of prices during the 

period? 

8) Why did monometallism develop later? 

It will be demonstrated thereby that the Fatimid coinage 
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suffered more from external factors, viz. Crusader 

influences and supply shortages, than from inopportune 

administrative policies. At least the externalist argument 

is true until famine and warfare led later Fa~imid caliphs 

to set price-ceilings and debase the ' coinage which 

nonetheless remained superior to that of other powers for 

many more decades. The successive devaluations did 

ultimately become sufficiently severe to force ~ala~ al-din 

to establish the debased dirham as the coin of the realm. 

The usual framework for understanding modern 

monetary economics is the quantity theory of money (Friedman 

1974, p. 1). The quantity theory is grounded in a distinc

tion between the nominal quantity of money and the real 

quantity of money where the nominal quantity refers to the 

amount of money expressed in whatever units are current to 

designate money and the real quantity is that quantity 

expressed in terms of the volume of goods and services that 

the money will purchase. From these basic definitions can 

be derived some concepts that are capable of formulation 

concerning equilibrium in the money markets. Qualification 

with reference to "modern" monetary economics is particular-

ly appropriate, for in the premodern period it 

difficult to ascertain either the quantity 

is extremely 

of money in 

circulation or the level of production and exchanges of 

goods for any specific period or locale. Indeed, even if 
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one were to acquire authentic documentation of annual mint 

activity and attempt to correlate these figures with the 

rather slender information obtained on prices throughout the 

period, the problems that accompany research into modern 

developing economies would cause any approximation of a 

trend to appear grossly inaccurate. Reference here is 

expressly made to the significant degree to which barter 

adhered in medieval economies. Moreover, the functioning of 

a monetary system based on commodities like gold and silver 

must proceed on a basis somewhat different from that of 

modern systems which are characterized by paper 

transactions. 

The following analysis will concern the degree of 

monetization and corollary functions that were present in 

the Fa~imid economy. In an attempt to provide some indica

tion of the correlation between money and prices a brief 

survey of the prices of basic commodities will be 

presented. Furthermore, a list of exchange rates between 

gold and silver will be appended after the Conclusions 

section of the paper. 

The framework for monetary analysis of medieval 

Islam requires an understanding of the special problems that 

occur in a bimetallic system. Initially, one concept is 

fundamental to both modern as well as earlier monetary 

systems, and that principle is Gresham's Law: Money that 
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has value in a nonmonetary use (including use as money in 

another country) will tend to move, if it is free to do so, 

to the use (monetary or nonmonetary) in which its value is 

the higher. In a monetary system that utilizes two metals 

as legal tender the implications of Gresham's Law are 

compounded. 

As money, precious metals are subject to various 

distortions. Gold and silver, although durable, suffer some 

erosion, e.g. the supersciption may become somewhat 

blurred. Often this natural process was reinforced by the 

artificial one of "sweating.'' Fraudulent persons could get 

some metal off without making the coins appear too bad for 

exchange. Before the invention of milling (making a raised 

border and/or radial grooves around the edges of a coin) in 

the seventeenth century, coins were also often clipped on 

their edges. When the coinage became worn, counterfeiting 

was facilitated. It the authorities issue new coins into a 

circulation that has become somewhat worn, the new coins 

will at once disappear, whether into hoarding or for foreign 

payment. Thus, the coins in actual circulation would 

continue to worsen. The only device that the authorities 

found useful was to reduce the standard amount of metal in a 

coin of a given name, so 

the old coins. Either 

that new coins were lighter than 

could be used to discharge debt. 
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Thus, the new coins were "bad" relative to the old and new 

coins drove the old out of circulation. 

In the bimetallic system of medieval Islam one finds 

both the best and worst applications of the analysis 

outlined above. Although Harrod may be correct in his 

judgment that bimetallism arose in Europe after 1252 because 

increased trade made silver too cumbersome as a raedixun of 

exchange, the evidence presented below demonstrates a need 

to qualify that generalization (Harrod 1969, p. 14). 

Nevertheless, the three elements he names as necessary for 

maintaining such a system are particularly relevant as one 

reviews the history of Muslim monetary development: 

1) Maintain existing circulation in good condition 

2) Allow the right to melt or export, and 

3) Permit unlimited mintage (with a minimum 

charge). 

The extent to which the Fa-^imid monetary system was 

characterized by these three elements will be exausined until 

the sixth/twelfth century when new factors were introduced 

that caused a worsening of the coinage. Then, it began to 

demonstrate the fate of any bimetallic system. That is, a 

currency Is initially made equivalent to so much silver and 

so much gold; but over time changes in the supply of and 

demand for the two metals inevitably cause the ratio between 

the world market price to be different from the established 
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mint ratio. Following the principle expressed in Gresham's 

Law, one of the two metals will necessarily be more valuable 

in a monetary use than the other (if there is a fixed 

official ratio) whenever the price ratio in the world market 

differs from the official domestic price ratio. Then the 

exportation of the more valuable metal becomes profitable, 

and the bimetallic country eventually has only one metal 

remaining. 



CHAPTER 2 

SOURCES 

The student of monetary development in medieval 

Islam must rely on four major sources of information: the 

writings of medieval authors, modern research effected 

primarily by economic historians, numismatic evidence from 

the Middle Ages, and the current findings of contemporary 

numismatists. For the purposes of this study, direct 

observation of the numismatic data was not utilized since 

the conclusions of various numismatists have been found to 

support the author's conclusions concerning the evolution of 

the Fatmid ~onetary system. 

Medieval 

Geniza Documents. The great fund of data for 

everyday life during the Fatimid period . remains these 

letters, accounts, and, literally, scraps of paper stored 

for centuries in the storehouse of a Jewish synagogue in 

Cairo. Most of them pertain to various kinds of commercial 

transactions and are written by, as well as to, Jewish 

merchants residing in the Fa~imid possessions in Egypt, 

North Africa, and the Levant. As they are written original-

ly in Hebrew with Arabic script and are to be found only in 

8 
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a few select collections throughout the world, the author 

has not been able to research these documents personally. 

However, several modern researchers have devoted themselves 

to careful analysis of the Genlza data. Goitein's 

four-volume social and economic history, A Mediterranean 

Society (1967-83), is a work constructed almost entirely 

from these docximents. Ashtor (1969, 1976) and Rabie (1972) 

have also utilized this source in order to discover the 

evolution of prices, money, and commerce in the Mediterran

ean during the Middle Ages. 

Al-Maqrizi. The Kitab shudhur al-uqud fi dhikr 

al-Wud and the Kitab ighatat al-umma bi-kashf al-qhumma are 

standard works for an understanding of how a medieval Muslim 

official perceived the economic, particularly monetary, 

history of Islam. Al-Maqrizi, writing ca. the 

ninth/fifteenth century in Egypt, makes notable errors in 

his conclusions concerning the evolution of Islamic money 

and the process of adjustment to economic calamities, e.g., 

the repeated flooding of the Nile during different reigns. 

But his works serve as a guide to further research in the 

field since they often Indicate data gathered from sources 

available to him that may be unknown to modern scholars. 

Al-Hamdani. The Kitab al - i awhara t avn 

al-atiqatavn al-ma' 1 ̂ atavn min as-safra' wa al-bavda*. written 

by al-Hamdani in the fourth/tenth century, provides a fairly 
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comprehensive list of the sources of gold and silver 

available to the medieval Muslim world. But it tends to 

treat the subject in a summary form, e.g., his information 

on Ghanah and { - -al-Allaqi, the two most important supply 

centers for gold, is much less detailed than what can be 

found in al-Idrfsi. 

Al-Idrlsi. In the Kitab nuzhat al Mushtag, this 

medieval geographer provides an excellent description of the 

I - -manner of gold-mining at al- Allaqi during his time 

(sixth/twelfth century). 

- I Hudud al Alam. This is an anonymous work compiled 

in 372/982-3 in what is now northern Afghanistan. As the 

title suggests, it purports to describe the "regions of the 

world"; therefore, it serves as supportive evidence for the 

location of mines indicated in other sources. 

Al-Majrftf and ibn Ba ~a. The technical treatises 

of Ru tba tu' al-Hakim and ;;.;;K;..;;.a;..;;s;...;;h=f--_..;;;;a=l;._-_;a;.;;..;s;;....;r;;;...a=r-_;a;.;;..;l-..-_f=i..-l""'"m_;i~y.._a=-__...b ..... i--'d __ a~r 

al-darb al-Mi$riya pertain to metallurgical considerations, 

i.e., the processes for obtaining gold and silver from 

alloy. The former work was composed by al-Majriti in Spain 

around the end of the fourth/tenth century, but the process-

es described are very similar to those found in the second 

work which treats specifically the procedures followed by 

the Egyptian minting authorities. This treatise was composed 

r 
by ibn Ba ra who was himself employed in the Egyptian mint 



under the Ayyubld sultan, al-Karall; therefore, the book was 

written somewhere between the years 615/1218 and 635/1238. 

Modern 

The writings of modern researchers that relate to 

the Fatlmld monetary system fall Into six categories. 

A. General medieval Islamic monetary development 

B. Fatimld monetary history 

C. Medieval European monetary history 

D. Minting information 

E. Banking and financial history 

F. General economic and social history 

A. Ehrenkreutz has contributed significantly to all 

phases of medieval Islamic monetary history. It is chiefly 

his work (1964) that established the existence of Crusader 

counterfeiting of Fatimld dananir. Furthermore, Ehrenkreutz 

(1956, 1963} and Messier (1974) provided nxunlsmatic proof 

that the Fa-^lmld dinar was the finest gold coin circulating 

in the Mediterranean tintil well into the sixth/twelfth 

century. Lombard (1975) demonstrated why the bimetallic 

system developed in dar al-Islam in the first place. His 

work has been amplified to some extent by Rabie (1972), 

whose chief interest Is the Ayyubld financial system, as 

well as by Dunlop (1957), and, of course, Ehrenkreutz 

(various works cited). The crisis of the "silver famine", 

its causes and evolution, were first described by Blake 



(1937) whose hypotheses were later modified by Watson 

(1967). 

B. While the most important contributions to the 

study of the Fatimid dinar and the dirham have been made by 

Ehrenkreutz, Goitein (1965, 1967), and Rabie, some research

ers have attempted to discover other currencies that might 

have been in use during this period. The debate between 

Balog (1970, 1981) and Bates (1981) concerning glass weights 

employed as fiduciary coinage reached no conclusion, and a 

number of other sources, including al-Maqrizi, indicate that 

copper coinage was not used at this time due to the 

plenitude of gold for international exchange and substitutes 

such as silk-barter on the local level (Goitein 1967). 

C. The most significant contributions to medieval 

European and Byzantine monetary history have been made by 

Lopez and Grierson. Although Lopez (1951) demonstrated that 

the Byzantine nomisma was the "dollar" of early medieval 

trade in the Mediterranean, Grierson (1954, 1961) has proven 

through numismatic analysis that the fineness of the 

Byzantine gold coin had fallen so low by the late eleventh 

century, it could not possibly have competed with the 

Fa'^imid dinar. Lopez (1953) even speculates that Italians 

may have been imitating Muslim coins as early as the ninth 

century. 
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D. The nvunber of mints and their exact locations 

in the Fatimid empire has been well-established by Miles 

(1951) and many modern historians have used the Geniza 

documents and ibn Ba' rah to reconstruct the minting proce

dures employed by the Fa^^imid authorities (cf. Ehrenkreutz 

1953, 1954; Goitein 1967; Rabie 1972). A study more useful 

to economic analysis of the Fatimid monetary system has been 

the attempt by the University of Michigan (1966) to 

determine the number of issues each coin-die was capable of 

producing in order to ascertain the money supply in given 

periods (cf. also Lopez 1953; Ehrenkreutz 1970). Grierson 

(1957) has pointed out the many difficulties inherent in 

such studies; thus, it appears that any statistical basis 

for medieval monetary reserach is still out of the question. 

E. The best source for banking and financial 

activity in Egypt from the fourth/tenth to the sixth/twelfth 

centuries is Goitein (1965, 1967) who has taken up the work 

begun earlier by Fischel (1969). For information on various 

aspects of financial intermediation, e.g., credit, "checking 

accounts", interest payments, Imamuddin (1961), Labib 

(1969), and Bowden (1977) provide an adequate Introduction; 

however, this area deserves much more detailed treatment 

than it has yet received. Finally, the article on "Bayt 

al-Mal" in the Encyclopedia of Islam (1960) is an excellent 

description of the public treasury in medieval Islam, 
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especially as the treasury functioned in the private 

financial markets. 

F. There are several historical works (e.g., Hitti 

1970 and Shaban 1976) that touch upon economic matters in 

the Muslim world of the high Middle Ages, but the outstand

ing sources are Goitein (1967) and Ashtor (1969, 1976). 

Unf ortmnstisly # svsn thsss vjorlcs f 1 shoyii of 3 "trii© 

economic analysis. Ashtor's research into prices (1969) is a 

laudable undertaking in scope, but it is still primarily a 

collection of discrete data and some attempt at trend 

analysis which, without statistical support, is rather 

meaningless. 

Despite the immense amount of data gathered on the 

economic conditions of medieval Egypt and Syria, there still 

remains much to be done. First of all, there is much to be 

learned about the total volume of trade in the region which 

riequires data from the orient as well as Europe and the 

Muslim countries themselves. But an even more important task 

is that of synthesizing the data in a manner that might lend 

it to a more rigorous economic analysis. Having said that, 

it will be seen that the present study is also constrained 

by certain insufficiencies that disallow more than conjec

ture in many of the special cases that arise in the evolu

tion of the monetary economy of medieval Islam. 



CHAPTER 3 

EARLY ISLAMIC MONETARY DEVELOPMENT 

As Arab expansion began to spill over into Syria and 

Egypt, a severe monetary crisis had already gripped the 

Levantine economy. The military competition between the 

Byzantine Empire and the Sasanids, in addition to destabi

lizing the agricultural and commercial sectors, had resulted 

in a cessation of mint production. When Persia wrested 

Syria and Egypt from the Byzantines, all the local mints 

controlled from Constantinople were closed. Subsequently, 

all the precious metals that could not be transported back 

to the Byzantine capital were hoarded by private citizens or 

church officials (Ehrenkreutz 1977, p. 85). 

There existed in the beginning of the seventh 

century, A.D., what Lombard (1975, p. 101) calls three 

distinct "monetary spheres" with which the new Arab empire 

had to come to grips. One, namely that of Western Europe, 

had been in decline ever since the fall of Rome, and almost 

no gold remained in that region as Levantine merchants, who 

controlled the trade in luxury imports, drained and exhaust

ed the West's gold reserves (Lombard 1975, p. 101; Grierson 

1979, p. 123). The loss of gold as a currency than resulted 

15 
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in a lower volume of coti^ercial activity as Western Europe 

receded to a predominatly rural society with indigenous 

silver providing the medium of exchange in international 

trade and barter satisfying domestic market demands (Lombard 

1975, p. 101.),^ 

The Byzantine Empire comprised a second monetary 

zone where a bimetallic system, although still continuing, 

was nevertheless sharply curtailed as supply routes to both 

the Ponto-Caspian Steppes and Lower Egypt were blocked 

(Lombard 1975, p. 102). The Byzantine gold coin, the 

nomisma or bezant. had first been struck by Constantine I in 

the fourth century, and had subsequently prevailed as the 

major currency in Mediterranean commerce (Lopez 1951 

p, 211). Both before and after the introduction of the 

nomisma. the financial system of Byzantium had suffered from 

drains due to heavy taxation that the emperors poured into 

constant warfare and useless public works, but by the 

seventh century the state had begun to prosper under the 

sound fiscal guidance of the emperors Justin II (565-78), 

Tiberius (578-82), and Maurice (582-602) (Rostovtzeff 1953, 

pp. 413-70; Stratos 1968, p. 5) The problem of hoarding not 

withstanding, there were also large gold reserves that they 

^The discovery of large hoards of Byzantine silver 
in various parts of northern and eastern Europe is due 
more to ransoms, gifts, plunder, and the like, rather 
than to payments for exports (Grierson 1979, pp. 129-30). 
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could call upon In the buffer countries of Egypt and Syria. 

And even after the Sasanids established dominion in these 

territories, much of the gold was transported to the 

imperial treasury thus allowing the noisisma to retain its 

high value. 

Finally, in the heartlands of the Sasanid domain 

itself a silver monometallic standard adhered with the 

Persian drachma serving as the chief monetary unit. There 

were vast amounts of gold in the Sasanid Empire but the 

precious metal was to be found almost exclusively in the 

courts of the sovereign and the nobility (Lombard 1975, 

p. 103). 

The severe economic conditions created by the 

"Linear, one-way west-to-east" flow of gold and the cor

responding hoarding that took place was compounded by 

religious oppression which the two imperial powers alike 

practised (Lombard 1975, p. 104; Hitti 1970, pp. 152-3). It 

is probable that both factors contributed significantly to 

the success of the Arab conquest, especially in winning the 

support of the local citizenry. Whether that approval was 

motivated through dislike of the alien empires, ethnic 

affinity with the Arabs, or simply out of economic necessity 

is of negligible importance when compared with the revitali-

zation that the conquest accomplished upon the economy of 

the Middle East. Initially, the Arab presence posed three 
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crucial challenges to the recently acquired territory. It 

is in the solutions that the early caliphate provided to 

these problems that the foundations for monetary development 

in medieval Egypt and Syria may be discerned. 

Immediately after the rapid occupation of the new 

territory a housing problem was created by the dislocated 

f 
Arab population. If the Muslim leadership, viz., Umar ibn 

al-Khat-fab (13-23/634-44) had elected to displace any of the 

indigenous groups in favor of the Arabs, one hesitates to 

speculate on the enormity of the economic calamity that 

might have resulted. Instead, new settlements 

(e.g. al-Fus'tat in Egypt, al-Kufah in Iraq) were created. 

These encampments reinforced the Arabs' claim to their new 

acquisitions while providing, at the same time, bases for 

administering the territories. Furthermore, these settle

ments minimized (at least in the short run) the social 

effects of the occupation (Hitti 1970, pp. 157, 169-70). 

The large supply of iinskilled labor that poured out 

of Arabia represented a much more powerful threat to 

economic stability in the region. Again, the adminstration 

provided an Innovative solution that not only forestalled a 

potential political crisis but also served to stimulate the 

economy which had been sluggish in the wake of the 

Byzantine-Sasanid struggle. The creation of the diwan. 

often viewed merely as a manifestation of Islamic welfare 
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theory, stands as an early example of fiscal spending in 

order to expand the economy (Ehrenkreutz 1977, p. 88). The 

policy covered several bases: First, it allowed for a 

relatively smooth transition from nomadic to settled life 

for some of the bedouin soldiers while eliminating the need 

for Arabs to compete in the local labor market. Moreover, 

the taxation system Imposed to support the new administra

tion was uniform and moderate in comparison with the dual 

system that the region had labored under for decades. The 

Muslim allocation of the proceeds from tax revenues (as well 

as booty) rendered another major advantage. Formerly, taxes 

had been collected and sent to Constantinople or Ctssiphon,' 

with the net result that hardly any benefit had accrued to 

the local economy. If, under the new regime, wealth was 

transferred to the Arab Muslims according to the ata' system, 

this same wealth flowed back to the local merchants and 

craftsmen as well as agriculturalists in the form of cash 

o'atlays for foodstuffs, textiles, etc. (Ehrenkreutz 1977, 

p. 88).^ 

A program of such magnitude created the third 

challenge of the conquest, and this one was strictly 

monetary in character. In order to assure equal distribu

tion of monies, it became necessary to adopt a uniform 

monetary system. Most of the currency in the region 

2 The ata system guaranteed a regular cash stipend, 
ata, paid to Muslims on the basis of relationship to the 
Prophet. 
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(called dinar by 

Persian drachma 

there were other 

(al-Maqrizi 1797, 

Initially, the use of old currencies were continued, 

but there were two problems connected with this 

practice: the one previously mentioned, that of lack of 

uniformity and, secondly, the eventual depletion of coin

age. With the conquest of Egypt, the Arabs had gained the 

gold mines of Nubia, a country which had practically been a 

dependency of the Byzantine Empire. Now, the Byzantine 

mints could replenish stock only through foreign gold 

obtained by trade, most of which came through the Middle 

East. Thus, Constantinople 

rely on receiving its 

replenishment. (There is 

was in the position of having to 

own coins for currency 

strong 

countries tended to import more than 

pattern of trade alleviated some 

evidence that Muslim 

they exported so the 

of the burden for the 

Byzantine Empire which, on the other hand, was sometimes 

required to pay tribute to the Muslims as well as vice 

versa [Lopez 1951, p.225]). The silver mines that existed 

within remaining Byzantine territories did not supply 

sufficient silver to discharge all payments (some of which 

were in the form of tribute)(Lopez 1951, pp. 227-8). 



Although the gold and silver mines now under Muslim control 

were placed under government authority, minting activity was 

private and the output of variable quality. In Syria the 

old byzantine copper coins, follis. were imitated in 

striking the fulus (sing, fals) while Egyptian mints resumed 

production of former Byzantine coins, as well.3 in the 

former Sasanid territories drachmas modelled after those 

minted during the reign of Khusrau II began to appear. The 

new market conditions created by the aftermath of the 

conquest made the establishment of a stabilized uniform 

specie a sine qua non for continued economic development in 

the new Islamic empire. 

A standardization of the weight of silver currencies 

under ̂ Umar ibn al-Khattab in 18/639 represented the first 

Muslim attempt at unifying the currencies that existed in 

the conquered lands (al-Maqrizi 1797, p. 18, Lombard 1975, 

pp. 110-111). Although the gold currency was based on a 

single unit, the nomisma, there were three different systems 

of silver currency, viz. the dirham baill in Persia, the 

dlrham rumi for exchange with Byzantium, and the dirham 

tabori in Central Asia. 'umar established that the new 

dirham, which differed from the old only in the use of 

^The fals, although never minted officially in the 
period wder consideration, circulated locally as a currency 
for the purchase of cheap goods; in 1225 it was adopted as 
an official medium of exchange under the Mamluks (Lombard 
1975, p. Ill; Rabie 1972, p. iSi). 
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arable inscriptions rather than Pahlavi and in its lighter 

weight, would be fixed at the standard of ten darahlm to 

six mithkals, where one mithkal was equivalent to twenty-two 

qlrats (from the Greek, keration; hence, English karat) 

(al-Maqrizi 1797, p.9; note that deSacy specifies that the 

mithkal is actually equal to twenty-two glrats less a 

habbba, or a "grain of barley of average size, with the 

skin on, but the extremities removed"), ''umar's dirham was 

of slightly lighter weight than the former dirham that pre

dominated in the eastern region and this was probably done 

to drive the old coins out of circulation rather than to 

"relieve the burden of the people" as al-Maqrlzl suggests 

(1797, p. 18). 

It is important to understand that the dinar and 

dirham functioned as weights as well as coins. The dirham 

of 'umar resembled its predecessors in every way other than 

in the use of new inscriptions and uniforaity of weight. 

The first true monetary reform was attempted by the caliph 

Ali (35-40/656-61) at Basrah in 40/660, when he introduced a 

Muslim dirhcun with inscriptions in kufic script (Lombard 

1975, p. 110). But this attempt was aborted because the new 

dirham could not compete with the Byzantine and, more 

particularly, the Sasanid coinages. The dual trading 

circuits of the two empires had not yet become fully 

Integrated; thus, 'aII's monometallic system was premature. 
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A further consideration is the distribution of gold and 

silver which is discussed in chapter four. 

Although the first Umayyad caliph, Mu lawiyah 

(41-60/661-80) made some minor changes in the dinar, there 

were no more reform efforts until 

(65-86/685-705) ordered a study in 76/695 on the state of 

monetary affairs in addition to that of weights and measures 

(al-Maqrizi 1797, p. 17). Al Maqr1zi states that the weight 

of the dirham as well as that of the dinar was determined by 

taking averages of samples of both coins, while Lombard 

indicates that the standard of 1umar was employed for the 

dirham (al-Maqriz1 1797, pp.20-21; Lombard 1975, p. 111). 

So, perhaps, the procedure described by al-Maqrizi, i.e., 

setting the dirham at six daneg (the midpoint between the 

lowest and highest weights of darahim currently circulating) 

refers instead to the dinar (al-Maqrizi 1797, pp. 17-20). If 

the latter conclusion is accepted, then there is a problem 

with terminology since the mithkal is roughly equivalent to 

the daneg. Therefore, it is likely that the procedure 

described by al-Maqrizi refers to the method used to 

establish the dirham weight 

standard was adopted by (Abd 

of fumar's reform, and this 

al-Malik. Modern numismatic 

reserach has demonstrated that the dinar of ~bd al-Malik 

weighed 4.24 grams with a standard of 96 percent of pure 

gold alloy while the dirham weighed 2.97 grams with a 
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standard of purity of 99 per cent silver (Shrenkreutz 1959, 

pp. 132, 155; Blake 1937, p. 291). So, the Muslim dinar 

does continue the Roman-Byzantine monetary system to the 

extent that it borrowed the name, denarius, of the old Roman 

coinage but its weight was somewhat less than the standard 

for the Roman gold coin, which was set at slightly above 4.5 

grams (Golteln 1967, p. 359: Lopez 1951, p. 225). Also, the 

new Muslim coinage was made distinctively Muslim and Arabic 

by a Jew from Tayma, Sumayr, who was commissioned to design 

and execute the new coinage (and for this reason the first 

standardized darahim are called Sumayris) (al-MagrizI 

1797, p. 20). The legal exchange rate established by the 

fugaha* (Muslim jurists) was 10 darahim = one dinar = one 

nomisma (Ehrenkreutz 1959, p. 93). 

Although the new measures amounted to little more 

than political propaganda at the time since minting activity 

was still largely private, ikbd al-Malik did effect another 

reform a short time later that had far-reaching conse-

c[uences. As mentioned earlier, the Syrian churches and 

monasteries had hoarded vast aunounts of gold during both the 

Byzantine and Persian periods. At first, the clergy were 

exempted from the .ilzva (capitation tax) imposed on other 

non-nuslims, but ^Abd al-malik abolished their exemption 

(Lombard 1975, p. 105). Moreover, he attempted to take over 

some of the treasure-hoards that the clerics had accumu



lated. 'Abd al-Malik's action may, in fact, have provided 

the model for similar measures that were Introduced in the 

Byzantine Empire (726) and in the West by Charles Martel 

(730-31). 

In the meanwhile, a dual monetary system, although 

abolished de .jure, continued in fact until the time of the 

tenth Umayyad caliph, Hlsham (105-25/724-43), with state 

accounts as well as prices and salaries stated in terms of 

the official currency standards, but actual payments, 

purchases, or sales transacted in local types of currency 

Issued in various areas suid from different periods. (It 

should be pointed out that the dating of coins had already 

begun under Oibd al-Malik). Hlsham centralized the minting 

of gold Issues and devalued the dlrham. According to 

al-Maqrizi, Hlshiun ordered Khalld Ibn ^bd Allah al-Kasari 

in 106/724 to make all darahim conform to the standard 

of ten darahim equivalent to seven mithkals, and to withdraw 

from circulation all types of money except in the single 

city of Hasl'^ where the mint was to be established 

(al-Maqrizl 1797, pp. 27-28). While al-Maqrlzi indicates 

that Wasit was to be the only city where minting could be 

permitted, Ehrenkreutz remarks that Hishaa! established a 

network of supervised mints in Damascus, Ifrlqlyah, Spain, 

and Egypt (Ehrenkreutz 1959, p. 135). This latter assertion 

Is very difficult to substantiate since the practice of 
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Inscribing the mint location was not instituted until 

the reign of the ̂ Abbasid caliph al-Ma^ mun (198-218/813-33). 

Analysis of the Hishamite dinar reveals it to be of excep

tionally high quality (97 percent and above in purity), 

a fact which implies careful supervision in the minting 

process (Ehrenkreutz 1959, pp. 140-41). 

When the (ftibbasid revolution overthrew the Umayyad 

caliphate in 133/750 and brought to an end forever the 

dominion of Damascus over the Muslim world, there was no 

immediate change in monetary policy. The first Abbasid 

ruler, 'kbd Allah ibn-Muhammad al-Saffal^ (132-36/749-54), 

established a mint at al-Anbar, and added the inscription 

"Abbasid money" to both dananir and darahim as well as 

reducing their weights by first one habba and then two 

(al-Maqrizi 1797, p. 29). His successor, Abu Cja far 

al-Mansur (136-58/775-85) reduced the weights even further 

until nearly an entire qirat was lost. These first kbbasid 

darahim were called Hashimls after al-Hashimiyya, near 

Al-Kufa, and the first residence of the 'Abbasid caliphs 

(al-Maqrizl 1797, p. 29). 

It is during this period that the disaffection of 

the Maghrib begins and with it the cessation of minting 

activity there. At first, the loss of the western mints led 

to an Increase in production in the Egyptian and Levantine 

mints. The issues of these mints were characterized by the 
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highest levels of purity of any gold coin circulating in the 

Mediterranean world at that time (Ehrenkreutz 1959, 

pp. 140-41). When the Baghdad mint opened in 170/786 some of 

the manpower was drained from Damascus and Egypt to the new 

center. The change is reflected in the lower standards of 

fineness exhibited by Egyptian and Syrian coins produced in 

this period. 

HarUn a1-Rashid (170-93/786-809) was the first 

caliph who delegated the responsibility of mint inspection 

to another (Ehrenkreutz 1959, p. 141). It was also during 

his reign that the mint supervisor's name began to appear on 

the coinage, a natural consequence of the former action. 

It has already been mentioned that the location of the mint 

was inscribed on the coinage from the reign l -of al-Ma mun 

(198-218/813-33). In 212/827, minting became decentralized 

so that gold coinage was now minted in all the major towns 

in both the western and eastern parts of the empire. 

Uniformity in minting procedures in both regions fused the 

silver standard of one region with the gold standard of the 

other. 

--A1-Maqrizi believed that the "pleasures" and 

"indolence" that ruined the 'Abbasid dynasty also destroyed 

its coinage (a1-Maqrizi 1797, pp. 32-3). Although it was 

principally the dirham that was debased in the ~bbasid 

Empire, the dinar suffered, as well. Throughout the ninth 
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to eleventh centuries the 'kbbasid dananir would diminish in 

value as would the Byzantine gold coinage; vmder the 

Buwayhids (335-447/946-1055) the 'Abbasid dananir demon

strate a fineness of less than 50 percent gold (Ehrenkreutz 

1956, p. 170). All of the gold issues of the eastern empire 

exhibit rather low quality during this period as the gold 

mines and gold trading routes had fallen into the hands of 

hostile forces in the western regions of dar al-Islam. 

The dirham, which had also reached a former high 

level of uniformity in addition to purity (the prescribed 99 

percent pure silver) under Hisham's administration, had for 

some time during the early Olbbasid period been subject to 

oversupply. It must be remembered that the former Persian 

provinces were on a silver standard, a standard which was 

maintained by their Muslim successors. Since the seat of 

the ^Abbasid government was In the eastern part of the 

empire, it was logical that caliphal policy would focus on 

conditions prevailing in that region. This concern serves 

to explain the high number (thirty-one) of mints producing 

darahlm at this time. Nevertheless, the deluge of silver 

coins resulted in a large drop in their exchange value 

from 10-12:dinar to 20-22;dinar (Ehrenkreutz 1977, p. 86). 

Furthermore, the excessive number of darahim led to an end 

in the production of copper coins in the eastern provinces. 

At the same time, however, merchants in the east were able 
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to expand their trading capabilities significantly with so 

much capital available. This is the period in which heavy 

trading begins to take place with the north which later led 

to silver shortages, but the Levant was little affected by 

the overabundance of darahim since it was still predominant

ly on a gold standard (Lopez 1952, p. 228). 

In 254/868 Ahmad ibn-tulun was appointed as lieu

tenant to the governor of Egypt; thus, would the first step 

be taken toward liberalizing the Egyptian coinage from the 

central control of the ~bbasids (Grabar 1957, p. 28; Rabie 

1972, p. 162). The tulunid dynasty (254-92/868-905) brought 

to the land of the Nile a prosperity unknown for several 

centuries as revenues and capital were now free to expand 

the domestic economy again. In 258/871-2 AQmad received 

control over the finances of Egypt as well as the governor

ship of the Marshes, and soon afterwards, he asserted his 

independence from Baghdad, aided by the fact of the Zanj 

Rebellion (255-69/869-83) and the internecine warfare of the 

~bbasids (Grabar 1957, pp. 28-30, 56-57; Hitti 1970, 

p. 467). Having gained control over the Sudanese gold 

supply, Aqmad ibn-Tulun probably began minting the highly 

valued A9madi dinar in 266/879 (Lombard 1975, p. 114, Grabar 

1957, p. 47). The high standard of the A9madf (normally 98% 

fineness in tests by Ehrenkreutz [1959, pp. 149-50]) may be 

attributed both to ibn tulun's personal ambition as well as 
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to the very real economic benefits enjoyed in Egypt during 

his reign (Rabie 1972, p. 162). The later Tulunid coinage, 

that of his successors, reflects the changing relation

ship with Baghdad until Egypt finally resumed provincial 

status in 292/904 (Grabar 1957, p. 62). Although still high 

in relationship to other currencies, these later issues are 

below the standard of the Abmadi. 

One of the striking features of the reign of Ahmad's 

successor, Khtunarawayh, is the multiplication in the number 

of mints during his reign as compared with that of his 

father. During the reign of A^ad ibn-fulun only three 

minting locations are known to have existed: misr (ap

parently al-Fustat), al-Rafiqah in Syria, and Damascus 

(Grabar 1957, p. 58) . Coins dating from the reign of 

Khumarawayh demonstrate that he established a mint in every 

provincial capital thus creating a pattern of unity with far 

greater monetary control. The "Abbasids continued to use 

his system as did the Ikhshidids when Egypt again achieved 

autonomy. However, the Fa-^imids would characteristically 

allow the number of mints to expand as market demands 

dictated rather than for reasons of centralizing state 

organization (Grabar 1957, p. 71; cf. Chapter five for 

explanation of Fatimid economic policy). 

This chapter has described some of the economic 

problems that confronted the Muslim leadership during the 
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early phases of conquest and explained the manner in which 

solutions were provided for these problems. It has been 

noted that the 

eventually led 

necessity for 

the caliphate 

a unified monetary system 

to adopt a bimetallic system 

that would accomodate both the eastern and western halves of 

the empire. For Egypt and Syria such a system proved 

particularly expedient since both areas served as entrepots 

for the east-west trade; however, it was always the dinar 

that predominated, partially because of the requirements of 

a large volume of trade and also because Egypt had direct 

access to plentiful supplies of gold. A survey of the 

sources of gold and silver (as well as, to a lesser extent, 

the baser metals) will now be provided so that the reader 

may better understand the flow of currencies in the Fa~imid 

system. 



CHAPTER 4 

SUPPLY CONSIDERATIONS 

The Muslims increased the flow of gold necessary for 

an acceleration in Mediterranean trade in three ways 

(Lombard 1975, p. 105). The least difficult means of 

increasing the supply of gold concerned returning to 

circulation stored or hoarded gold that had already been 

processed. This came about as part of the pattern of 

dividing the spoils of the new lands and was, therefore, no 

major accomplishment. But the Muslims did much more thcin 

recycle their plunder: they vastly increased the supply 

of raw gold through discovery, trade regulations, and 

expanded mining activity; finally, they developed improved 

techniques of processing gold and silver. 

From the time of the first wave of conquest immense 

quantities of gold had been plundered from the Sasanid 

palaces and the pyramids in Egypt (Lombard 1975, 

pp. 105-6). In the latter case pharaonic gold was pltindered 

by private treasure-seekers who remitted to the government 

the customary one-fifth (khums). This gold was then minted 

and circulated usually through arrangements with private 

agents who paid the government a fee in addition to buying 

32 
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the gold. Of course, this arrangement changed as the 

monetary system became more formalized. The amount of gold 

reclaimed in this manner, as well as from the churches and 

monasteries after ~bd al-Malik's reform, must have been 

staggering when one considers that the tomb of Tutankhamen 

alone yielded double the amount of gold held by the Bank of 

Egypt at the time of the discovery of the tomb, and, of 

course, Tutankhamen was a minor pharaoh (Lombard 1975, 

pp. 105-6). 

In addition to Persian court gold, monastery hoards, 

and pyramid treasures, the Muslim conquerors now held the 

gold and silver mines that had been operated throughout the 

former Byzantine and Sasanid territories. In al-Hamdani's 

description of the mines available to the Muslims, he begins 

with those within Arabia: 

... there is a mine at al- ~ir and al-~irah, two 
mountains overlooking Meccah ... a gold mine of Ashram 
in the country of Kinanah-its gold is red and 
excellent. A rutl of it by the Alawi standard 
amounts to 104 mutawwag dananir [the Meccan 
mutawwag = 2/3 mithkal] ... 

(Dunlop 1957, pp. 37, 38) 

Here, al-Hamdani mentions that these mines were all in 

operation and he specifies their locations as Tihamah, 

al-Yaman, and Shahr. There were evidently others, for 

example, that of Ma~n in Hajun, that were not being worked 

during his period (ca. thirteenth century), but which 

perhaps were very active centuries earlier (Dunlop 1957, 
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p. 38). He lists several mines in Najd and al-Younamah, but 

states that the "best is that of al-Qufa ah which yields a 

rutl of 106 dananlr (Dunlop 1957, pp. 37-38) . He demon

strates a rudimentary knowledge of the vastness of Africa 

when he describes the "most productive gold-mine in the 

world [as] the mine of Ghanah in the country of the Maghrib 

of Egypt ...there intervene between it deserts and danger 

from the Blacks of the Maghrib" (Dunlop 1957, pp.39-40). 

Al-Maqrlzi cites a tradition that purports to have 

originated with the Prophet stating that gold had always 

been the standard of Egypt, the medium in which all its 

wages and assessments were computed (al-Maqrizi 1797, 

p. 34). While barter predominated in the local economy of 

Ancient Egypt, it is true that gold was preferred in foreign 

trade (Elnzig 1966, p. 198). Gold-mining itself was a 

government monopoly. It is certainly easy to see why 

medieval authors trusted the tradition since Egyptian access 

to gold far exceeded that of her neighbors to the east. In 

the south were the mines of Nubia, Luxor, Qift, and especial 

ly al- 'Allaqi (Dunlop 1957, p. 40; ai-Idrisi, 1968, 

pp. 31-32). The anonymous author of the Hudud al- 'alvim 

says: 

Other sands are those east of which are the Gulfs of 
Barbar and Ayla; south of them, the desert of Buja; 
west of them, the countries of Nubia and Egypt; 
north of them, the Qulyum Gulf. The sands are 
called 'Sands of the Mines' because in them there is 
much gold, and much gold is [actually] found 
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there... in the coimtry of Maghrib there are exten
sive sands in the province of Sijilmasa, called 
Rami al-Ma don. Much gold is found there. 

(1937,pp. 81-82) 

In addition to the plentiful supplies of the Bllad al-Sudan 

("Lands of the Blacks" which was to the medieval world 

synonomous with Bilad al-Tlbr, (i.e. "Lands of Pure Gold"), 

Egypt had indirect access to the produce of mines in the 

Caucasus, Armenia, the Urals, Tibet, and Deccan (Lombard 

1975, pp. 106-7). 

The medieval Muslim empire was also rich in silver 

resources, but ths major supply centers «ere all in the east 

(Southern Spain and the Atlas Mountains in Morocco providing 

the two notable exceptions). Thus, Egypt and the Levant had 

to rely primarily on trade with the east in order to procure 

silver exchange in order to provide for domestic demand, 

e.g., jewelry, vases, exchanges of an intermediate nature, 

etc. (al-Maqrizi 1797, p. 63). Al- Hamdani claims that the 

merchants of Iraq, Syria, Persia, and Egypt "carried off the 

silver of al-Yasan for profit", but he is evidently refer

ring to the silver shortage which began in the third/ninth 

century and which caused governments of the region to begin 

a dehoarding process in order to bring large quantities of 

silver into the mints (Dunlop 1957, p. 42; Lopez 1951, 

p. 233). One reseracher has suggested that differences in 

the silver-gold ratios of the West and of the Isleunlc Empire 

dating from the late seventh century caused a redistribution 
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of the supplies of gold and silver in these regions (Watson 

1967, p. 5). Europe had the lowest ratio while the Byzan

tine Empire had the highest, and Islam played the part 

of "middle-man" by maintaining a bimetallic standard. 

The third factor that contributed to the large 

expansion of precious metals in medieval Islam resulted from 

technological progress in extraction and processing 

methods. The principal sources for these methods, al 

Majriti and ibn Ba'ra, though removed from one another both 

spatially and temporally, probably provide the best accounts 

of medieval chemical methodology in their respective fields 

(Holmyard, 1924, pp. 293-99; Ehrenkreutz, 1953, p. 423). 

The following discussion presents the more salient features 

of their treatises, beginning with al-Majriti•s explanation 

of the processes of gold and silver purification that 

prevailed in Spain at the end of the tenth century. 

Silver alloyed with lead could be separated by 

placing it in a cupel made from bones (the kuraja) and 

fusing it by means of a strong fire (Holmyard 1924, 

p. 304). The lead was then removed and absorbed by the 

cupel, leaving the silver free. Similarly, silver could be 

separated from copper in the cupel by continually adding 

lead (Holmyard 1924, p. 304). The Rubatu, al-Hakim goes on 

to describe two methods for purifying gold from silver and 

copper. The cupellation processes described for silver could 
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be applied when purifying gold from copper, and it was also 

possible to burn the copper with sulphur thereby leaving 

pure gold. In order to purify gold from silver, it was 

necessary to beat the alloy into thin leaves which were then 

placed on a bed of hematite and salt. The leaves were 

covered by more of the same mixture followed by a layer of 

red clay. The entire conglomeration would finally be heated 

in the oven known as the "refining furnace" which allowed 

the silver to be absorbed by the earthy matter and pure gold 

would remain on the leaves. There was also an alternative 

procedure that called for the use of alum and salt or old 

baked clay in which the clay was finely powdered and mixed 

with an equal amount of salt and the two were well-powdered 

again. This mixture were then spread on a layer of red clay 

upon which a gold leaf was added. This procedure was 

repeated until all the gold had been added. Then clay and 

sand was layered over the top, and everything heated 

sufficiently to extract the gold from the silver. After

wards, mercury could be added to the earthy residue in order 

to recover the silver, as well (Holmyard 1924, pp. 304-5). 

The treatise of ibn Ba'ra is particularly relevant 

in this study as he was supervisor of the mint in Egypt in 

the twelth century. After describing kinds of ores and how 

to obtain them, ibn Ba''ra gives the following description of 

purification which may be compared with that of al-Majriti: 
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The ore is melted down, cast into ingots, flattened, 
and cut Into leaves thin as finger nails. These are 
placed in alternate layers with an earthy compound, 
in special cups. The cups are closed, sealed with 
clay, and deposited in the furnace, where their 
contents are submitted to the refining fire. The 
gold is exposed to fire for one night whereupon the 
cups are taken out and the earthy compound contain
ing the residue is removed, while the gold is 
submitted to further refining in the same way. This 
operation is repeated until sirsim ("core of the 
gold") is formed instead of silver in the earthy 
compound. As a result of the refining process , all 
admlxtues are melted down in and absolved by the 
earthy compound. The longer the gold is refined, 
the higher its standard becomes. When the amount 
has been reduced to three-quarters of its original 
weight, it nevers suffers any loss again. 

(Ehrenkreutz 1953, p. 428) 

In the first phase of the minting process the raw 

gold was qualitatively tested by using a touchstone and a 

set of touchneedles. (Ehrenkreutz notes a difference between 

the "standard of gold in general and the standard of gold 

coinage" where the former extended from pure gold to an 

alloy consisting of seven parts of pure gold and seventeen 

parts of golden silver. The standard of gold coinage, on 

the other had, was fixed at a certain limit.) Eighteen 

touchneedles were used, 10-7/8 gold and 7-1/8 golden 

silver. All eighteen were affixed to a silver form together 

with the touchstone, one after another, beginning with the 

one of highest official standard and ending with the rub*" a 

{quarter) standard. 

For it may happen that this gold contains copper and 
though it shows fine red colour on the touchstone, 
its standard is deficient. But if you heat it its 
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colours, in proportion to the copper contents. 

(Ehrenkreutz 1953, p. 434) 

39 

Then the refined gold, haraja, was submitted to a qualita-

tive test which consisted of melting down ingots of the 

refined gold to make two test plates and two check plates. 

This description and those that follow concerning methods 

for adjusting the alloy as well as that for adjusting the 

warag darahim (i.e., darahim consisting of one part pure 

silver to two and one-third parts copper) attest to the 

extreme precision and high level of sophis- tication of the 

Egyptian minting staff. 

Thus, it has been demonstrated that the position of 

the ~bbasid Empire in the precious metals was advantageous 

in the middle of the ninth century. Egypt and North Africa 

controlled the major gold supplies and, therefore, held a 

comparative advantage in the medieval trading network. The 

tremendous influx of gold into these lands naturally caused 

the value of the dinar to fall, but this decline in purchas-

ing power proivded incentive for immediate investment which 

served to expand the economy and increase the already-

burgeoning merchant class. The conditions were now propiti-

ous for a major shift in the base of power away from Baghdad 

toward the center of economic activity. The Fa~imid rulers 

who arose in the Maghrib in the tenth century were able to 
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use the powerful Egyptian economy to build a new regime that 

would shake Islam to its very foundations. 



CHAPTER 5 

OVERVIEW OF THE FATIMID MONETARY SYSTEM . 
Although the Fatimid dynasty represents the last 

great period of Arabo-Persian Islam in the Middle East until 

the modern era, it was a society built on extreme hetero-

geneity (Ashtor 1969, pp. 115; Hitti 1970, p 625; Goiten 

1967, pp. 30-34). Even in the Fa~imid origins one encoun-

ters external influences: "a welter of strange beliefs 

brought over from Christian, Iranian, and old Babylonian 

heresies" combined with orthodox Muslim belief produced the 

- c- -Isma ili outlook (Lewis 1975, p. 24). Such an eclectic 

philosophy served the Fa~imids well in welding together 

a vast empire that stretched across North Africa from the 

Atlantic to the Red Sea, including the · entire southern coast 

of the Mediterranean and much of the eastern end, as well. 

Conquering the Aghlabid kingdom in Tunisia and Sicily in 

297/909, the first Fa~imid caliph then easily overcome his 

fellow Shi ites, the Idrisids, in Morocco (Hitti 1970, 

p. 618). By 302/914, he had seized Alexandria, but it was 

not until 358/969 that his general, Jawhar al-~iqillf 

managed to subjugate all the Ikshfdid holdings in 

Egypt. Thus, began the most glorious period of medieval 

Egyptian history, a time when the Cairene caliphate nearly 

41 
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eclipsed the caliphate at Baghdad (cf. Hitti 1970, p. 22 

for the brief period when the name of al-Mustan~lr, the 

eighth Fa~imid caliph, was pronouced in the Baghdad mosques 

instead of that of the ~bbasid, al-Qa ~m). 

Underlying the impressive successes of the first 

Fa~imids was a nexus of political and economic factors, both 

on the international front as well as the domestic, that 

also help to explain the evolution of their monetary 

system. First of all, the second part of the tenth century 

witnessed a resurgence of the Byzantine Empire as they 

regained Crete (961), Cyprus (965), and Antioch (359/969) 

(Goitein 1967, p. 38). Indeed, the advance of the Byzan

tines no doubt aided the Fa~imids in consolidating their own 

base of power. These two Mediterranean powers might have 

clashed, but elected instead to establish a policy of 

detente which brought peace and stability to the area, 

a policy which allowed trade to flourish. It is also quite 

possible that neither side was capable of organizing 

sufficient military operations to attempt aggression toward 

the other (Goitein 1967, p. 39). 

Within their own territories the Fa~imids also 

pursued a strategy that could only be characterized as 

relatively liberal. One tactic concerned introducing new 

groups into the region, e.g., Arabs, Persians, and Turks 

from the east as well as Berbers from the Maghrib. Of 
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course, these elements were already to be found in Egypt, 

but the Fa-fimlds increased the scale. These peoples brought 

capital and, more importantly, a variety of skills that 

would greatly enhance the economic environment (Goiteln 

1967, p. 30). Furthermore, the Fatimid administration 

was composed primarily of Jews and Christians. An Iraqi Jew, 

Ibn-Klllis (d. 371/981), created the internal administration 

of the new empire and appointed a Christian deputy; then was 

himself succeeded by a Christian vizier who had a Jewish 

deputy (Fischel 1937, pp. 45-68). In fact, there are 

documents surviving in the Geniza collection which indicate 

that some Jews and Christians viewed the sixth Fi'^imid 

caliph, al-Hakim (386-411/996-1021) as a "messianic prince 

of justice and peace" before his violent period when he 

decided to dismantle the privileged estate of the Christians 

(Goitein 1967, p. 34). 

Contrasted with the positive aspects of the Fatimid 

political sphere in the first several decades were numerous 

problems wrought by this very heterogeneity of population. 

The governiaent constantly had to provide for policing of the 

raiding Bedoiiiin who threatened the entire economic base by 

attacking the settled cultivators (Goitein 1967, pp. 34-5). 

Moreover, there were recurring problems with local elites 

either because of political incursion or religious differ

ences. To keep the local citizenry under control the 
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Fa~imids introduced first the Ketami Berbers, and later 

Turkish mercenaries and Sudanese contingents. Eventually, 

these three groups vied with one another for power, and Arab 

as well as Slavic units were added to counter-balance the 

influence of the others. As can readily be deduced, each 

solution engendered a new problem which simply exacerbated a 

situation that was already made somewhat tenuous by the fact 

that the Fa~imids themselves represented a small minority in 

the totality of Islam of that day. 

Despite these internal problems, the Fa~imid era was 

nevertheless characterized by overwhelming success in the 

economic sphere. Naturally, the acquisition of Egypt itself 

provided a comparative advantage in resource endowment. 

Egypt had been providing wheat for the Mediterranean world 

since the days of the old Roman Empire and, as was demon

strated above, was itself rich in gold resources. Under the 

Fa~imids Egypt evolved into the richest country in the 

Muslim world as she became the center of gravity for capital 

flows and commercial life, and this created what Ashtor has 

termed . a "bourgeois ascendancy" in the fifth and sixth 

Muslim centuries (Ashtor 1976, p. 191). Alexandria, Cairo, 

al-Qayrawan, Sicily, and the cities along the Levantine 

coast became part of an extensive trading network that 

served as an enormous entrepot for the east-west trade of 

the high Middle Ages. The Fatimid system dominated both the 
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sea trade with India and the overland trade with the 

Sudan. Consequently, immense wealth accumulated in the 

Egyptian cities which allowed manually-operated industries 

to develop. As new opportunities opened up, urban migration 

began to take place and increased as the pace of interna

tional trade quickened. This rural out-migration may, 

however, account for some of the problems encountered in the 

agricultural sector in the mid-eleventh century. In the 

meanwhile, the economy expanded a great deal as is indicated 

by the letters and accounts of the Geniza authors during 

this period. 

The government had a large role to play in the 

commercial life of the empire because it was both the 

largest producer and consumer of the time (Goitein 1967, 

p. 267). It exerted particular control over the flax 

Industry as this crop was the major export of Egypt at the 

time (Ashtor 1969, p. 142). Flax merchants were required to 

provide themselves with letters of introduction to the local 

^amil before setting out to the various flax-growing 

centers. Upon arrival they advanced money to the district 

dlwan. but the final accounts for the purchase were settled 

with the Central Bureau in Cairo. The government also 

occasionally forced merchants to sell back to the government 

at a loss goods they had purchased. But this seemingly 

harsh policy is mediated by the fact that the government 
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often became a "buyer of last resort" for produce priced 

either too low or too high (Goitein 1967, p. 267). The few 

cases of outright confiscation appear to refer only to the 

actions of local officials and are not representative of 

Fatimid policy in commercial matters. For example, the 

zIrid ruler at al-Mahdiyya seized some consignments after he 

had broken with the Fatimid caliph in 440/1048 (Goitein 

1967, p. 268). In this case the merchants were Tunisians 

receiving goods from Egypt, so this action represents an 

embargo which was initiated against Fatimid commerce rather 

than the reverse. 

The Fatimid system of taxation grew to be much more 

complex than that of earlier periods. In addition to the 

traditional taxes, i.e., iizya, khara.i, 'ushr, and zakah, 

which were geared to the economic conditions of early Islam 

when nomadism and agriculture predominated (cf. L^kkegaard 

1973), the new system contained many fees and duties that 

tapped the resources of a "diversified and largely urban 

economy" (Goitein 1967, p. 270). Each store was required to 

be licensed in order to operate while nearly all goods 

entering or leaving cities were subject to customs 

duties. Furthermore, a sales tax was exacted, e.g., 2.7 

percent in al-Mahdlyya and 2.0 percent in Alexandria 

(Goiten 1967, p. 270). A merchant's agent operating in 

Alexandria ca. 442/1050 wrote his employer in al-Mahdiyya 
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complaining: "Much was lost from the price of the goods I 

sold for you in Alexandria, for every damned dinar in 

Alexandria goes down the drain through a rescript of the 

government — For every 50 dinars in ntimber they asked from 

me one dinar. I said to them: 'One does not make a profit of 

one dinar on 50'." (Goiten 1967, p. 271). 

Nevertheless, it does not appear that taxation or 

other restrictions were oppressive during this period. In 

the first place, the government exercised a very laissez 

faire policy toward the movement of goods. The various 

imposts and other taxes helped the govenrment to defray the 

costs of building and maintaining the infrastructure, e.g., 

harbor facilities, roads, irrigation works. Moreover, the 

government was responsible for supervising the markets as 

well as furnishing the armies and navies that protected the 

trading network. Finally, it was the government that minted 

the currency that is so vital to an economy where the 

division of labor and specialization have become salient 

features. 

Fatimid Monetary Policy (358-427/969-1036) 

The first preoccupation of Jawhar al~$iqilll when he 

overthrew the Ikhshldids in Egypt in 358/969, was the 

question of prices (al-Maqrizi 1962, p. 14). The rise in 

prices was quite possibly a monetary phenomenon, which 

Jawhar must have deduced since he issued a decree in that 
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year to the people of Egypt on behalf of the caliph al-Mu 

'izz (341-65/953-75), which contains a promise to reform the 

coinage by adjusting its intrinsic quality to the Fatimid 

standard and eliminating debased coins from circulation 

(Rabie 1972, p. 163). The monetarv crisis that existed on 

the eve of the Fatimid invasion represents a classic 

case of "bad money driving out good money". Over-extension 

of the Byzantine Empire forced the emperors Nicephorus 

Phocas (963-69) and John Tzimiskes (969-76) to issue-two 

lighter types of the bezant along with ones of former weight 

(Lopez 1951, p. 212). Since the emperors continued to 

collect taxes in bezants of the old weight, a demand for 

fine gold was created in this market. Ehrenkreutz (1963, 

pp. 257-8) analyzed a number of Zkhshidid coins and found 

that they were of a standard of fineness (98-100 percent 

pure gold) equivalent to the Fa'^imid coins struck while the 

dynasty still ruled from al-Qayrawan. Therefore, the 

Byzantine and 'Abbasid merchants used their debased coinage 

in trade with North Africa. Before the Fi-^imid conquest 

the gold coin in greatest circulation throughout Egypt was 

the dinar radi. i.e., the dinar minted under the Abbasid 

caliph al-RadI (322-29/934-40), which was of inferior weight 

(al-Maqrlzi 1962, p. 23; Ashtor 1969, p. 118). the intro

duction of both kinds of debased coins would have driven the 

much finer Egyptian dananlr out of circulation just at a 
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time when the Ikhshidlds were engaged with the Fatlmids and, 

therefore, unable to replenish the currency. 

The same ibn-Killis mentioned above was responsible 

for the monetary reform announced by Jawhar (Ehrenkreutz 

1963, pp. 257-58). It was he who caused the first Fatimid 

coins to be struck in Egypt sometime after 358/969, and they 

were called Mu ̂ izzi's after the name of the caliph, which 

was the custom of the time (al-Maqrizi 1797, p. 40). Three 

consecutive series of administrative measures were intro

duced in 359/969-70, 361/971-1, and 362/972-3 respectively, 

which aimed at the withdrawal of other types of gold coins 

from circulation. One measure obviously concerned the 

exchange rate of the dinar to the dlrhaun which was fixed at 

one dinar Mu *izzl; 15 1/2 darahlm (al-HaqrizI 1797, p. 41). 

The dinar radi became a mere quarter of the value of the new 

dinar. Finally, in order to assure circulation of the new 

coinage, the kharai tax in 363/973 was collected only in 

dananir Mu 'izzi's an action which forced the population to 

trade old dananir for new (al Maqrizi 1797, p. 41; Rable 

1972, pp. 163-4). This naturally represented a severe loss 

in the nominal holdings of cash to the population, but the 

high standard of the new coinage meant that these dananir 

initially could be accepted by the tale rather than by 

weight, a fact which enhanced the purchasing power of their 

holders. 
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It is said that al-Mu ^izz was accompanied by a 

hundred camels laden with gold ingots shapied like millstones 

when the Fatimid capital was transferred from al-Mahdiyya to 

the new city of Cairo in 363/973 (Rabie 1972, p. 164). The 

new rulers were also able to add to their own abundant gold 

supply fresh imports from Sudanese and Nubian auriferous 

regions as well as from indigenous Egyptian sources. 

Analysis of the dananir of this period reveal them to weigh 

between 4.0 and 4.6 grams, so they do not materially differ 

in weight from that of the legal dinar, viz., 4.233 grams 

(Rabie 1972, p. 164). Numismatic analysis often reveals 

that changes in the metallic composition and weight of coins 

are an index to the politico-economic conditions of the 

time and place. For example, the legal standards were esta

blished under 'abdal-Malik who presided over an expansive 

period in Arabo-Muslim rule. Similarly, during the reign of 

the fifth Fa'^imid caliph, al-!Aziz (365-86/975-96), that 

empire reached its ssnith (cf Hitti 1970, p. 619), and the 

dananir of 'al-AzIz demonstrate a fineness close to 100 

percent purity (Ehrenkreutz 1956, p. 181). 

On the other hand, the Fatimid dirham shows a 

tendency to fall throughout the period. It has already been 

indicated that the legal exchange rate was established at 

one dinar to fifteen darahim which was below the 1:10 ratio 

set under (kbd al-bjalik. But in 395/1005 the Nile flooded 
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causing prices to rise until fifty-six darahim equated to 

one dinar --(al-Maqrisi 1962, pp. 15-16) . The caliph, . 

al-~akim, minted new darahim at a higher standard because 

the old ones had become little more than "small change" even 

though they did eventually adjust to a level of thirty-four 

darahim to one dinar before he recalled them. Al-~akim 

issued an edict requiring that all citizens bring all their 

old darahim to the mint and exchange them at the rate 

of four old ones to a new one, and the exchange-rate between 

the dinar and the dirham was fixed at 1:18 (a1-Maqrizi 1797, 

p. 59) . The reign of al-~akim was plagued with flooding 

activity which caused supply problems that sent the govern-

ment rushing in to stave off price increases by merchants 

(al-Maqrlzi 1962, pp. 15-18). The caliph went even further 

and had merchants flogged and publicly disgraced who raised 

their prices. 

Evidence from the Geniza documents supports 

al-Maqrizi in establishing the declining exchange-rate 

between gold and silver coinage: In al-Fus~a~ in 394/1003, 

the rate is reported as 1:37.7; in 437-8/1045-6, 1:33 1/3; 

448/1056, it had deteriorated to 1:40 (Goitein 1965, 

pp. 9-10). By the twelfth century it stabilized somewhere 

between 1:34 and 1:42. (The dirham did continue its 

descent, though, because the exchange rate in 859/1455 was 

1:370 [Ehrenkreutz 1970,].) While the early Fa~imids 
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maintained fairly high standards of fineness (81 to 88 

percent pure silver under al-^Aziz there was a gradual 

decline in the weight standard by as much as 2.6 grams by 

the end of the dynasty (Rabie 1972, p. 168). In addition to 

the fact that Egypt had to import all her silver and was 

therefore always more favorable to the gold standard, there 

a "silver famine" taking place throughout the Middle East 

(Blake 1937, pp. 309-310; cf. chapter six below.) 

Characteristics of the Currency 

In the medieval Arabic-speaking world the word ̂ ayn 

("substance") was often used to describe the abstract 

concept of money as no word for money per se existed 

(Goitein 1967, p. 230). The term usually denoted the gold 

coin while warag applied to the silver coin. Moreover dinar 

and dirham also indicated money, in general, as well as 

specific types of coins. Some of the ambiguity in termino

logy is to be explained by the fact that gold and silver 

were traded like any other commodity while, at the same 

time, serving as media of exchange. Since the trading of 

gold and silver preceded their monetary uses, it was 

common to weigh rather then covint them, as the following 

account from a Geniza letter indicates: 



Number of gold pieces 

308-1/4 

153-1/2 

300-1/2 and 1/4 

255-1/2 

122 

154-1/4 

Weight 

300 

150 less 1/8 

300 

250 less 1/6 

119-3/8 

53 

150 and 2 qirats 

(Goitein 1967, p. 232) 

This list demonstrates one of the major characteris

tics concerning the Fa~imid dananir. Primarily, there was 

often a degree, though not high, of variance between the 

prescribed weight of the dinar and its actual weight 

(note: the dinar represented the basic unit in the Muslim 

measuring system). The variance could have been due to wear 

over time, "sweating", clipping, or simply to substandard 

minting. In order to prevent the first three from taking 

place it was the custom to place freshly-minted dananir in 

purses which were then sealed with the official "insignia" 

of the royal mint (Goitein 1967, pp. 232-3). Purses for 

international trade usually ranged from fifty and one 

hundred dananir to 250 or even 300 dananir, while purses 

traded locally tended to contain twenty, although those 

containing ten, fifteen, twenty-five, or even thirty were 

also in circulation. Since the unopened purses themselves 

often did not weigh the full amount, the coins obviously 
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were minted below the prescribed weight (Ehrenkreutz 1954, 

1959, 1963, passim). 

The second feature of the dananir indicated by the 

Geniza letter is the use of fractional coinage. The Fa~imids 

struck the rub~ dinar which was worth a quarter of the 

official dinar at times and one-half at others (Ashtor 1969, 

pp. 19-20). The rub~s were usually coined and circulated 

in Sicily and Tunisia, but they were accepted for payment 

elsewhere, e.g., a "shipment of 1,500 quarter dinars from 

the mint of Sicily" was received by a prominent broker in 

al-Fus~a~ (Goitein 1967, p. 232). Other fractions of a dinar 

mentioned throughout accounts of the period were usually 

"representational money", i.e., representative of specific 

amounts of the money-of-account, the dinar itself. 

Tne dinar was divided into twenty-four carats 

(girat: the English word is derived from Arabic which in 

turn derives from Greek). The girat was further subdivided 

into three babbas or grains, or six danegs (terms differed 

from area to area); thus, 1/24 of a dinar= 1 girat, 1/72 = 

1 babba, 1/144 = 1 daneg Finally, large quantities of 

foreign gold currency were then circulating in the principal 

cities of the Nile: Syrian dananir ("tyrene"), Byzantine 

gold coinage, and the Shakiri dananir of Sydmasa to name a 

few (Ashtor 1969, p. 120). Exacerbating this situation were 

the danLanir bahorijiin, filed or cut gold coins which began 



to circulate in such large quantities in the second half of 

the fourth/eleventh century. The existence of so many 

varieties of coinage gave rise to a large class of 

money-changers, or bankers, who will be discussed below in 

the section "Financial Intermediation." 

While gold served as the medium of exchange for 

large transactions, silver was employed to meet current 

expenses such as retail purchases and the payment of rent 

for modest habitations (Goiteln 1967, pp. 233-4). Three 

types of darahlm were in circulation during this period: a) 

a full silver coin either fIdda (silver) or nugra (pure 

silver); b) a coin of low silver content, the dirham aswad 

("black dirham"); and c) "base local emissions of varying 

standards" (Goiteln 1967, p. 360). The exchange rate of 

these currencies naturally varied from time to time since 

the minting authorities frequently modified the alloy 

and, as noted previously, the commercial value of the coins 

did not always correspond to their intrinsic value. For 

example, the dlrham aswad ranged from thirty to seventy 

percent copper proportional to silver content (Rable 1972, 

p. 174). 

There was also a fractional silver coin In circula

tion, the kharruba ("carob seed"). It represented 1/16 of 

the dirhiam (source does not specify which dirham. but it was 
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probably the dirham aswad) and was similar in function to 

the American penny (Goitein 1967, p. 360). 

The information concerning purses of silver is 

rather vague. Silver coinage was employed in sealed purses 

in international trade; however, the quantities involved are 

not known exactly (Goitein 1967, p. 233). Presumably, these 

purses contained 1,000 or 2,000 darahim each, but Geniza 

sources mention that some could be removed when lesser 

amounts were required, a conclusion which leads one to 

speculate about the utility of the sealing process. It is 

also mentioned that small bags were used to pay rents, and 

here the bags might contain one hundred darahim. If 

weighing were employed, it must be assumed that fractional 

darahim served to compensate for differences between 

tale and weight. 

As this study is concerned with the development of 

money and not with the total level of exchange in Fatimid . 
society, little attention has necessarily been paid to 

alternative media of exchange. But, any numismatic re-

seracher must take great care not to overlook objects that 

might be unsuitable for nonmonetary uses. For example, small 

axes of copper, silver, and even gold were probably utlized 

in a number of early societies as money (Einzig 1966, 

pp. 189-90). In ancient Egypt metal ingots were received in 

tribute (Einzig 1966, p. 190). So, the question natually 
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arises in the medieval period, were base-metal or 

non-metallic coins employed? 

It is important to distinguish here between these 

and token coins, where the latter are debased coins with 

precious metal content. Token coins are characterized by 

having a higher nominal value than intrinsic value and can 

be used as legal tender up to limited amounts only. 

Furthermore, the owners of bullion are not permitted to have 

it minted when they so desire. By these standards, Fatimid 

darahim were never truly token coins because, although often 

debased, they were always considered legal tender. And 

anyone with bullion could convert it to coinage at any time, 

although the coins issued would conform to the current 

standard of purity. Thus, an individual with a large 

quantity of silver would not receive pure silver darahim, 

but just a larger number of darahim containing the 

silver-copper ratio prevalent at the time. 

The advantage of a token coin is related to 

Gresham's Law: if coinage is full-bodied, a rise in the 

price of the metal in the coins would cause them to be worth 

more as metal than the nominal value stamped on them (Harrod 

1969, p. 18). If the metal in coins that were originally 

token coins is not worth substantially less than the nominal 

value, a sharp increase in the price of the metal can cause 

even these to become worth more as metal than their face 
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value. When this occurs coins are hoarded and disappear 

from circulation, they are melted down or exported, and the 

public is often inconvenienced by a shortage of coins until 

new coins are produced. 

In view of the shortage of silver, and later, of 

gold, that occurred, the phenomenology of the "token coin" 

Is probably appropriate with reference to the Fitimid 

coinage. However, it is doubtful that actual substitutes 

were employed for the precious metals during this period 

since gold was still plentiful and fractional amounts could 

meet many of the local requirements. Balog (1970, 

pp. 255-56) has argued that glass-jetons were Issued under 

al-^ziz as fiduciary currency with expensive copper-weights 

employed solely as coin-weights and the glass fiduciary 

coinage continuing \inder the Ayyubids. The information 

compiled here offers no corroboration of Balog's conten

tion. Indeed, it has been difficult to find any data on 

other than gold and silver raoney during this period. 

Certainly, as Bates (1981, pp. 88-9) has pointed out, the 

medieval sources offer no confirmation of such a practice 

(cf. Balog 1981, for his refutation of Bates' argument). 

Minting Activities 

The minting policy of a country on a metallic 

standard determines to a large extent the value of that 

country's coinage. Chiefly, appreciation can be prevented 
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if citizens have the right to have gold or silver bullion 

minted in unlimited quantities (Harrod 1969, pp. 11-13). 

Thus, if coins demonstrate any tendency to rise in value 

above the content of previous metal this right of mintage 

allows individuals to take advantage of the appreciation 

and, at the same time, the increase of coinage in circula

tion will correct the increase in value. 

A measure complementary to the right of unlimited 

mintage is the right to melt or export when the precious 

metal is more valuable either as a commodity or in another 

country. Either of these measures serves to stabilize the 

value of the coinage in terms of the precious metal in

volved. 

However, minting has a cost which the minting 

authorities are usually wont to charge against those who 

bring in bullion. The bullion-holder then receives somewhat 

less value in terms of metal by receiving fewer coins than 

the actual value of the bullion. When the charge is exactly 

equivalent to the cost of minting it is called brassage; but 

sometimes minting authorities charge above cost in order to 

make a profit and this is called seignorage. A currency 

subject to 

currencies 

pp. 11-12). 

seignorage tends to 

as well as against 

It can fluctuate 

fluctuate against other 

bullion (Harrod 1969, 

between the lower level 

constituted by what can be obtained by melting the coin and 
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a higher level equal to the content of the coin plus 

seignorage. If coins subject to seignorage were to stay at 

the higher level all the time the value of the coinage would 

remain stable and no significant problems would arise. 

Unfortunately, they fluctuate between the top and bottom 

levels in accordance with phases of the business cycle and 

the balance of payments of the country concerned. Therefore, 

seignorage and, to a lesser degree, brassage are considered 

harmful to the maintenance of a sound coinage system. 

The first part of the discussion on the Fa~imid 

minting operations will be concerned with policy and this 

section will be followed by a description of the organiza

tion of the mint and a brief history of the Fatimid minting 

system. It must be noted, however, that there is insuffi-

cient data to determine whether 

adhered in the system. One may 

the rough method of arriving at 

seignorage or brassage 

hazard a guess that given 

actual costs (e.g., was 

depreciation calcuated in the eleventh century? If so, 

how?) in this period miscalculation was highly probable. Is 

it possible that the caliphal mint charged a small "inter

est" (this is ribfa in Arabic and forbidden in Islam) as the 

English did when, in 1666, they abandoned the charge for 

minting (Harrod 1969, p. 12)? For the English, the interest 

charge worked very well because it allowed for the retention 

and expansion of a gold bullion market in London. Perhaps 
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the Fatimids were able to utilize such a process in order to 

maintain a high standard of fineness even after they had 

lost access to some of their major sources of gold. 

Unfortunately, it is not yet possible to determine this 

matter. 

The Fatimid government did not issue money direct

ly. A murid (supplier) delivered gold or silver bullion in 

various forms (bars, vessels, old coins, or fragments) to 

the mint and received the equivalent in currency after the 

deduction of a charge for the government and remuneration 

for the workers (Goitein 1967, p. 267). Presumably a 

supplier could have been anyone, for European merchants who 

came to Egypt also delivered their gold to the mint to be 

coined in the form of official Egyptian currency in order to 

pay customs duties and buy goods that could not be obtained 

by barter (Rabie 1972, p. 178). So, the Fatimid government 

did allow \inlimited minting, and the right to melt or export 

freely was apparently assured, also. This type of policy 

correlates well with the government's generally liberal 

attitude toward the private sector, and it helps to explain 

why the Feitimid dinar maintained its high value. 

There is less information concerning the organiza

tion of the mint itself than there is of the processes 

utilized (as described above in chapter four). The adminis

trator of the mint, the mutawalM dar al-darb, was a 
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government official. The mint, unlike the privately-

operated sugar factories and paper mills, was not an 

industrial plant, so it employed workers on a contract 

basis as did most of the small workshops in the economy 

(Goitein 1967, pp. 81-2). Skilled craftsmen hired them

selves out to the mint by forming various kinds of partner

ships among themselves. Illustrative of this practice is a 

case that was brought before the great philosopher-judge, 

Maimonides (530-601/1135-1204) in which two workers had 

formed a partnership in the caliphal mint, the senior 

partner to receive three-quarters of the profit since he 

agreed to make the accounts for both (Goitein 1967, 

p. 365). When he paid the junior partner without rendering 

account, Maimonides decided that he was obliged to do so and 

had to give an oath if he could not remember the details. 

The ntimber of minting sites over the entire period 

of the Fatimid dynasty is Impressive, but it does not 

compare favorably with the number in operation under the 

much shorter Tulunid STizerainty.4 Nevertheless, the Fatimid 

system does demonstrate a system of organization that 

clearly reflects the fortunes of the dynasty. In the early 

period, under al-Mahdi (297-322/909-34), al-Qayrawan is 

given as the mint an one coin analyzed. Specimens surveyed 

4 All Information in this section is taken from the 
list of Fatimid mints compiled by George Miles (1951). 
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from the reign of al-Qa) im (322-34/934-46) have 

al-Mahdiyyaa, the new capital built by al-Mahdf in 308/920, 

alternating with no mint given as the origin of issue. As 

the base of power was consolidated under al-Mansur 

(334-41/946-53) several issues emanate from Sicily which the 

-C- -Isma ili conquerors had inherited from the former Aghlabid 

dynasty in North Afica. During this period al-Mansuriyah 

also appears for the first time as a minting center. 

The Egyptian mint is first cited on the coinage 

issued under al-Mu ~zz. The inscription reveals simply 

Mi$r, but it must have been minted at al-Fus~a~ since Cairo 

was not officially opened until 363/973, and the coin 

specimen is dated 358/968. However, the mi§r issues of 

MuQarram, 363, demonstrate that different dies were being 

used in the minting process. So the mint at Cairo may have 

been opened in 362/972, or the same year that Jawhar 

al-~iqillf built the great mosque of al-Azhar, thus symbol-

izing that the new government had economic as well as 

religious control over the newly-acquired territories (Hitti 

1970, p. 619; Miles 1951, p. 8). Tripoli and Palestine also 

appear as minting locations during this period, as the 

Fatimid rule extended into the Levant . . 
Seventy-five percent of the specimens surveyed 

during the reign of al-vakim show Mi§r as the place of 

origin with Sicily represented slightly in the early part of 
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his reign and al-Mahdiyya and al-Mansuriyyah somewhat 

toward the end. Since much of the population of the Levant 

was Jewish or Christian, it is quite likely that al-~akim's 

suppresion of these two groups caused all minting activity 

to cease there, especially after he ordered the destruction 

of the church of the Holy Sepulchre ca. 400/1010. But 

certainly the Fa~imid mints would have closed after the 

revolt in Palestine in 403/1012 that lost the Fatimids . 
control of most of Palestine and part of Syria (Shaban 1976, 

p. 209). At almost the same time, the Byzantine Empire 

severed commercial relations with the Fa~imids (406/1015). 

The coinage minted under al-~akim's successor, al-Zahir 

(411-27/1021-36) was also primarily confined to Egypt and 

the western territories, a coin minted in Tyre in 424/1032 

comprising the single exception. 

The coinage minted under al-Mustan~ir 

(427-87/1036-94) is characterized by two elements: a) 

greatly increased activity in the Levant and b) increase in 

the number of provincial mints as indicated by the sites of 

Alexandria, Aleppo, Damascus, ~kka, l-) San a, Tiberias, and 

al-Mu ~zziyah. Al-Qahirah, or Cairo, does not appear on any 

of the specimens until the end of the reign of alJAmir 

(495-524/1101-30). Perhaps this may be taken as a indica-

tion of the decline of the empire during this and subse-

quent reigns. After this the use of migr as a minting site 
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predominates xintil the end of the dynasty. Certainly, the 

loss of the MaghribT territories and Sicily is represented 

by the fact that the former mints do not appear any more 

after 426/1034 and the name of Sicily disappears after 

444/1052. Even if the connections were not formally severed 

until later, the damage wrought by the tribes of the 

bariu-Hilal and Sulaym in the middle of the eleventh century 

wreaked havoc upon all sectors of the Maghribi economy and 

definitely would have brought an end to Fatimid minting 

operations there (Hitti 1970, p. 622); Goitein 1967, p 32). 

There has been some effort in the last thirty years 

to ascertain the level of output in medieval mints both in 

Europe and the domain of Islam, but thus far no definitive 

results have appeared. A seminar team at the University of 

Michigan (1966) began working in the 1960's on a technique 

involving the number of dies employed in coin production. 

It was hoped that an estimate could be drawn of the quantity 

of coins the dies were capable of producing in order to 

determine the number of coins produced in a particular 

series. Ehrenkreutz (1970, p. 48) has illustrated the 

problem of establishing mint output by showing that survi

ving specimens may bear no relationship to the original 

quantity minted since different sets of dies may be used. 

Thus, one thousand specimens from one die may really 

represent a smaller output than five specimens if each were 
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produced from a different set of dies. Other researchers 

have tried to use a costing method to determine output, i.e, 

establish the profit-maximizing output level (Grierson, 

1957, pp. 462-6). So far, this method has indicated only 

the possible amount that must have been minted in order to 

make a profit. It has not demonstrated the level where 

marginal cost would exceed marginal revenue. Additionally, 

this method which has been applied to tenth century data in 

Europe posits quantities that appear far too low given the 

evidence of hoards that have been discovered in this 

century. It is also possible that in the case of Fatimid 

dananir, which were of exceptional quality and never 

surpassed in later periods, most of the coins were melted so 

that any remaining evidence would be far too narrow for any 

relevant analysis. 

Bankincr, Credit, and Financial Intermediation 

Goitein (1966, p. 28) says that Fatimid society was 

"to a certain extent a paper economy" where well-to-do 

people routinely made purchases by means of a rug (a note 

properly dated and signed containing the quantity and price 

of a commodity required, and sent by a servant to the 

merchant). After several rug ^as had accumulated, the 

merchant would return them and collect payment in specie. 

Even government offices accepted promissory notes instead of 

cash (Goitein 1966, p. 28). Given the level of trade and 
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the inflation of the dinar, it is not surprising that 

the credit and banking system that had already developed in 

Iraq should have been transported to Egypt. 

Actually, banks had played a part in the Egyptian 

economy since the fourth century, B.C. when the Ptolemies 

had attempted to introduce a monetary system into the land 

of the Nile (Einzig 1966, pp. 200-201). As the populace was 

unresponsive, the rulers used grain instead. The government 

granaries were converted into an elaborate banking system in 

order to facilitate tax and rent collection. The grain 

banks also acted as agents for private persons by accepting 

deposits and effecting transfer of corn on behalf of their 

clients. This system contineud during the early centuries of 

the Roman period (30 B.C. - A.D. 639) (Einzig 1966, p. 201). 

The growth of trade and industry in addition to the 

increasing number of lemdowners in the cities of the Roman 

Empire gave rise to a demand for capital to be applied to 

develoment and Improvement projects (Rostovtzeff 1957, 

pp. 179-30). At the same time, expanding commerce allowed 

large cuaounts of capital to accumulate In various private 

coffers, and "scores of private banks sprang up in the 

various cities of Egypt" (Rostovtzeff 1957, p. 180). It is 

likely that the system of banking that existed in the 

Fatimid period, however, derived from Persian Institutions 

that were built on Hellenistic models (Imamuddin 1961, 
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p. 17). One institution that came from Persia was the 

office of the iahbadh (Pers. Kahbadh, money-chager; banker; 

tax collector) which had been authorized since the caliphate 

of Mu &wiyah I. 

The medieval money-changer was much more than a 

source of currency exchange. First of all, these men were 

responsible for assaying and weighing the various kinds of 

coinage that passed through their hands. The use of purses 

mentioned above aided the process a great deal, but it must 

be noted that not all purses were issued by governments; 

some carried the seal of individual merchants (Goitein 1967, 

p. 231). If the merchat were well-known, then his purses 

could be trusted. With less-known traders, more care was 

required which raised the cost of the clearinghouse service 

that the iahbadh performed; thus, the fee charged increased 

accordingly. Moreover, some of these bankers specialized in 

particular varieties of coins, e.g., high-value silver or 

rare types (Goitein 1966, p. 57). The fees exacted allowed 

the bankers to accumulate considerable capital over time. 

The exchange activities became so large that a 

Suq al-sarf was organized in Alexandria; nevertheless, 

al-Fustat boasted the greatest exchange center of the 

Fatimid Empire, the <far al-sarf (Goitein 1967, p. 238). It 

is possible that the members of the dar al-sarf even held a 

semi-official position in the government although this 
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They were certainly more 

than mere money-changers. These men were merchants with 

wide interests who invested in banking, as well. Sums of 

money were sometimes deposited with them from which with

drawals could be made as, for example, the case of one 

banker in al-Fus~a~ on whom twenty orders of payment were 

drawn during one month in 535/1140 by a single individual 

(Goitein 1967, p. 241). Most of the orders were made for 

one and-a-quarter to seven dananir, with one for as much as 

one hundred dananir; the last order of payment instructs the 

money-changer to "pay to the bearer one hundred dinar for 

the house [Goitein substitutes the word "wife" here] of Amin 

al-Dawla" (Goitein, 1967, p. 241). The document is dated 

and signed by the person placing the order. 

In the eastern part of the medieval Muslim world, 

particularly in Ba~ra, the §akk functioned as a regular 

check (Labib 1969, p. 89). Merchants opened accounts with a 

banker at the bazaar and then issued Khatt-i-,araf (checks) 

on their "banks " for local transactions. Although the 

Geniza documents do not mention these terms, the demand 

deposit function obviously played a part in the Fa~imid 

money-changer's role. The orders of payment were really a 

form of transfer of debt or assignment, in Arabic hawala 

(from which Goitein indicates that the French aval, endorse

ment on a bill of exchange, is derived)(Goitein 1967, 



71 

p. 241). The term for the order of payment, rug ''a, means 

literally "piece of paper" which is highly suggestive, 

especially as it would appear that the monetary economy (at 

least in the large cities) of medieval Islam was preparing 

for a full-scale transfer to paper transactions. 

As further proof of this hypothesis there was the 

sufta.ia, or bill of exchange, which was defined by the 

fugaha^ (Muslim jurists) as a "loan of money in order to 

avoid the risk of transport" (Goitein 1967, p. 242). They 

were issued by and drawn upon well-known bankers or repre

sentatives of merchants, a fee was charged for their issue, 

and, after presentation, a daily penalty had to be paid for 

any delay in payment. These penalties could be substantial, 

as one letter indicates: a well-known financier of al-Fustat 

ca. 442/1050 was late in forwarding 123 dananir to a 

customer in Tinnis after having Issued a suf ta.ia and the 

customer wrote that such a delay could have resulted in a 

daily fine of five dananir if the matter had been brought to 

court (Goitein 1967, p. 242). The suftaia fee itself must 

have been rather expensive since they were infrequently 

issued and only by the most prominent merchants. Further

more, the use of suftaia's was limited geographically, i.e., 

the exchange took place among the cities of Egypt and with 

the cities of Palestine and Syria, or even between Cairo and 

Badghdad, but there is no indication of their issuance in 
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with Maghribi cities (Goitein 1966, 

pp. 28-29). Part of the explanation lies in the fact that 

bearers wanted to receive 

with which they had paid. 

great deal of liquidity 

exactly the same type of coins 

Also, the suftaja required a 

on the part of the bankers, a 

practice which inhibits investment. 

The opportunity for investment was, of course, one 

of the primary incentives for individuals who became 

money-changers. In addition to fees charged for exchange 

services, these medieval bankers had the use of others' 

capital which allowed for money-lending activity. The 

information concerning the charging of interest is conflict

ing, however. Certainly, all three of the major religious 

groups held prohibitions against the charging of interest, 

yet there are indications that bankers from each group 

extended loans at interest. The Geniza authors speak only 

of what appear to be interest-free loans until the 

sixth/twelfth century when rather large loans for extended 

periods of time are reported and fixed interest, ribta 

(ribbeth in Hebrew), appears for the first time in a 

legal document from Bilbays in 1239 (Goitein 1967, 

pp. 254-6). 

On the other hand, Goitein (1967, p. 256) indicates 

that "taking loans on interest from Muslims and vice versa 

was regarded as legal." The support offered for this 
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statement concerns the Jewish population of Jerusalem's 

having to borrow money at interest in order to pay the poll 

tax imposed in a lump sum because they had not recovered 

from the wars of the 1020's (Goitein 1967, p. 257). 

Perhaps the absence of documentation derives from 

the fact of prohibition, i.e., knowing the custom of saving 

practically every scrap of paper, the medieval merchants did 

not wish to incriminate themselves by making public their 

interest-bearing lending activities. The Muslims circum-

vented the rib a prohibition through the use of the mukhtara 

(double contract of sale) which involved drawing up a 

contract for sale of goods when a loan was made (Bowden 

1977, p. 40). The "goods" would be sold back at a higher 

price when the loan was repaid. This procedure worked very 

well since profit is allowed in Islam. 

Of course, ' the main employment for the capital 

derived from money-changing and lending activity was 

business investment. The Geniza documents very well the 

various types of arrangements that individuals made in 

establishing craft shops or various other enterprises 

extending to land acquisition (Goitein 1967, pp. 149-92). 

Many of the merchant-bankers became quite wealthy through 

investment, but several others wound up bankrupt like the 

poor man mentioned in a Geniza letter of 1120 who was 

"brought before the head of the local police, flogged, 
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tortured, and put into prison with his hands and feet 

chained for an indefinite period" (Goitein 1967, 

pp. 24 7-48) . 

All of the banking functions delineated above 

pertain to the private sector. The Fa~imid government, 

unlike its Ptolemaic and Roman predecessors, did not 

intervene in this aspect of the economy to any significant 

degree. In fact, if the coricept of public debt had been 

fostered and expanded the events of subsequent centuries 

might have been very different. As is it, only three 

institutions were developed in the public sector of the 

Fatimid Empire that had direct impact upon the financial 

environment. One, the royal mint, has already been dis-

cussed. Of the other two, the Bayt al-Mil and the govenment 

jahbadh, the latter is the natural outcome of the former. 

The Bayt al-Mal ("Treasure House") served as the 

department of finance into which public revenues were 

gathered and then allocated (Coulsen 1960, pp. 1141-3). The 

claim~ upon these public monies were made according to two 

categories .: 

a) Those to which the responsibility of the state 
was absolute, e.g., services rendered to the state 
(stipends of the armed forces, salaries of state 
officials, and the price of equipment purchases) or 
for expenditure that was a specific obligation of 
the state (e.g., the duty to maintain its prison
ers). Deferred payment was permitted only in case 

the Treasury were insolvent, and then loans could be 
raised to satisfy these claims. 
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b) Claims dependent upon the existence of necessary 
funds and the satisfaction of all claims in the 
previous category. This category was concerned with 
public welfare and interest, e.g. road construction, 
water supplies, repair of damage to khara.1 lands. 

(EI 1960, p. 1142) 

The jahbadh in government service fulfilled the 

tasks of cashier, money-changer, and accountant (Goitein 

1967, p. 248). He was either a highly Influential person in 

the government or a petty cashier handling small amounts of 

darahim. He was present whenever payments were made to a 

government office, e.g., at the port of al-Fustat it was 

necessary to pay a small fee, the jahbadha, to the accoun

tant who collected the toll. At the flax exchange the 

.jahbadh served as a money-changer, handling large sums of 

freshly-minted dananir. Characteristic of the Fatimid 

administration, the jahbadh were not merely government offi

cials with a fixed salary (if at all) but were allowed to 

engage privately in business, as well. 

Thus far• the Fatimid economv of the late tenth 

and early eleventh centuries has been characterized as 

highly capitalistic in nature. A large commercial class 

concentrated in the major cities of the empire are shown to 

have provided an economic backdrop for the glorious Shi ite 

caliphate. This class was multiethnic, multilingual, and 

composed of various religious predilections. The government 

fostered economic activity by adopting a free-trade policy 
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as well as a generally liberal stance towards all segments 

of the population (the temporary purges of al-Hakim's reign, 

not withstanding). This picture is accurate as far as it 

goes, but it obscures the very real importance of the 

agricultural sector and the industries in sugar, paper, and 

linen production that were built on that sector. The 

backbone of the Egyptian economy was then, as now and in 

antiquity, the rural sector. The source of medieval 

Egyptian wealth was not its gold, but the Nile. In the next 

chapter the agricultural problems that resulted from 

disturbances in this source will be discussed in connection 

with external shocks that seriously threatened the Fatimid 

monetary system and eventually weakened the entire economy 

to the extent the government's eventual collapse became 

inevitable. As a prelude to the discussion of the "time of 

troubles" that began in the reign of al-Mustansir, a summary 

of price trends over the entire period of Fatimid rule will 

now be presented. 

Prices 

Any treatment of medieval price trends is subject to 

much qualification, or as Professor Goitein remarks: "The 

study of prices in the Geniza, let alone in Arabic literary 

sources, is like attempting to solve an equation with four 

unknowns: the exact nature, type and quality of the commo

dity traded; the identity of the weights, measures, or other 
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indications of quantity referred to; the value of the money 

paid; and, finally, the time, place, and specific circum

stances of the transaction concerned" (Goitein 1967, 

p. 217). In the Byzantine Empire where vital information is 

either totally lacking or ambiguous, one researcher has 

simply concluded that there was a "long fall in prices up to 

the eighth century, then a rise that becomes steeper 

and steeper in the last ages of the Middle Ages and Byzan

tine prices were nearly always much higher than those in 

Western Europe and probably somewhat higher than those in 

the Muslim world" (Lopez 1951, p. 215). On the one hand, 

the Byzantines had a high demand for imports during this 

period but they were also relatively short of exchange 

(although not nearly as much as their neighbors to the 

west). Certainly, this was not a constraint for Egypt, the 

Levant, and North Africa. In addition to the bimetallic 

monetary system, which tends to lend greater stability to 

the price structure (cf. Harrod 1969, p. 21) and her 

role as international entrepot, Egypt was a net exporter of 

agricultural products at the time. In the following survey 

of prices, the export sector will be represented by wheat, 

flax, and cotton while the import sample includes silk, 

pepper, and slaves. 

Due to the lack of Inefficient dam facilities this 

period is characterized by various shortages because 
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Prior to the Fatimid invasion of 

Egypt two famines had already occurred according to 

al-Maqrizi (1962, p. 13), one in 343/954 and another in 

352/963, but an outbreak of plague in 360/971 killed enough 

of the population to sufficiently lower demand and allow a 

return to prosperity in 361/972. In 1005, 9-11 waiba's 

(104.4-126.6 kgs) of wheat cost one dinar (cf. Table 

1). In 1001 one tillis (6.75 kgs) was listed at 0.96 dinar 

but actually sold for four dananir. Al-~akim responded to 

the drastic situation with a price ceiling set far below the 

market clearing price, twelve ratls (6.84 kgs) for one "new" 

dirnam (or 1/18 dinar) (al-Maqrizi, 1962, p. 16). The 

caliph must have been setting the ceiling at some previously 

established norm because even the cost of growing wheat 

surely exceeded one dirham under those condition. 

Ashtor's sources reveal that the eleventh century 

witnessed a steady and steep increase 

throughout that century, a period that 

in wheat prices 

coincides with the 

great famines of al-Mustansir's reign, peaking in the third 

quarter. Prices declined in the twelfth century until an 

irdabb (69.6 kgs) could be spoken of as averaging between 

2/3 to 3/4 dinar (Ashtor 1969, p. 128). Although al-Maqrizi 

cites the pattern of Nile flooding as the major cause of 

price fluctuation, Ashtor places more emphasis on the influx 

of gold from the Sudan coupled with the increase in the 
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urban sector relative to the rural, both factors contribu

ting to demand's outstripping supply (al Maqrizi 1962, 

p. 25; Ashtor 1969, p. 128). Note the regional differences 

in wheat prices for the same periods (from Table 1), e.g., 

in Alexandria, an urban center, from 1059 to 1071, the price 

ranged from twenty-four to 100 dananir for 67.5 kgs. While 

in the Fayyum wheat-growing district in the eleventh 

century, the price quoted is 11.6 kgs.for 36 darahim, or 

approximately six dananir for the quantity sold in Alexan

dria. The Levant is characterized by wide variance between 

different locations, differences in access to supplies, 

transportation costs, and a host of local economic and 

political factors. After the Atabeg Tughtigin seized control 

of Syria in 1104, prices began to decline, doubtless a 

result of greater local economic control and a diminution of 

hostilities in the area, until 100 kgs. of wheat cost a mere 

4 dinar in 541/1146. 

The most important primary product export of 

medieval Egypt was flax; consequently, linen was the most 

important textile manufactured there (Ashtor 1969, p. 142). 

The accounts of the period, however, refer to raw rather 

than woven linen and most of the information emanates from 

the flax-importing countries such as Tunisia and Sicily. 
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Table 1. Grain prices in Fatimid Egypt and the Levant (llth 
and 12th centuries (adapted from Ashtor 1969, 
pp. 125-6, 243). 

Date Place Quantity Price 

1005-35 Alexandria 
1007 " 

May, 1024 
1055 " 
1059 " 
1065 
1067 " 
1068 
1069 
1076-79 
2nd half 
of llth c, 

t l  

llth c. 
t t  

II  I t  

Beginning 
12th c. " 

1117 Aleppo 
1143 Lower Egypt 
1154-60 " 
1154 Damascus 
1173 Aleppo 

9-llwalbas 
1 tillis 

Antioch 
Alexandria 
Damascus 

Alexandria 
Palestine 
Fayyum Distirct 
Lower Egypt 

1 leaf iz 
1 tillis 
1 kafiz 

5.5 waiba 
1 kafiz 
1 waiba 
1/6 waiba 
1 tillis 

1 kafiz 
1 waiba 

t l  

1 kafaz 
It  

1.0 din. 
0.96 "c 
4. G 
,0 
,0 

3, 
8 .  

•'a 
"e 
"f 

8 - 1 2 . 0  
24.0 
8 0 . 0  
0.5 

100.0 
20.0 

1-5.0 " 
3.0 " 
36 dirh. 
41/2 dirh. 
6 1/2 din. 

5/6 
1 
1 " 

5 "h 
25 "e 
2/3 " 

a. 1 waiba = 11.6 kgs. 
b. 1 tillis =67.5 kgs. 
c. list price 
d. selling price 
e. high price 
f. later^ 3 din. 
g. 1 kafiz = 118 kgs. 
h. Insufficient flooding 
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There was twenty-two varieties of flax, mostly identified 

with the localities of origin, as the following letter from 

around 432/1040 indicates: "Flax Misari: 40-28. Tfihi: 

45-33. Malal: 28-20-18" (Goitein 1967, p. 224). (All prices 

are quoted in rub ~ dananir per one hundred pounds, i.e., 

45.4 kgs.). On the other hand, in Bu~Ir, the great commer

cial center of textiles in medieval Egypt, fine linen was 

sold for ten to twenty dananir per 45.4 kgs. Although the 

set of prices first listed are in rub~ dananir, it is not 

known whether they were worth one-quarter or one-half of the 

Fa~imid dinar of the period. Nevertheless, the price of 

linen at a point of origin rarely equated with the price of 

imported raw flax. 

Ashtor (1969, p. 142) mentions that the "best buy" 

in textiles was Egyptian cotton, which sold in the second 

half of the eleventh century in some areas for around two 

dinar per 45 kgs. An Arabic book on the Egyptian administra

tion in the first third of the twelfth century gives a price 

of one-half dinar for 45 kgs. of cotton. At the same time it 

was reported that cotton sold in Aleppo for ten to twenty 

dananir (presumably the quantity was also 45 kgs.) (This 

roughly equates to flax prices in Syria and Palestine a 

century earlier, viz., 12-20 dananir for 45 kgs.) Some

times, cotton prices demonstrated rather sudden increases in 

a rather brief period in the same location, e.g., 1.3 dinar 
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per 45 kgs. in 541/1146 in Northern Syria and 13 dananir in 

569/1173 in the same place. Again these differences can 

probably be explained by both the uncertainty of natural 

forces as well as the volatile military circumstances of the 

region at that time. 

Silk was one of the most important commodities 

traded in the Mediterranean and as such it demonstrates 

rather remarkable stability throughout the Fatimid period 

(Ashtor 1969, pp. 142-45; Goitein 1967, p. 222). The Geniza 

sources indicate that silk was sold in twelve varieties 

differing in quality as well as type and degree of process

ing. Most silk sold in Egypt was imported from Persia, Iraq, 

Spain, and Sicily (Ashtor 1969, pp. 142). Unlike the 

exports that have been discussed, silk was usually exchanged 

in small quantities (ten ratls, or 5.7 kgs.). Indeed, the 

silk trade served as a major capital investment of the 

Patimid period, that is, most merchants speculated in silk 

to some extent (Goitein 1969, pp. 222-3). Individuals would 

often take silk on journeys to use as barter as well as to 

realize profits in selling the highly demanded commodity. 

It normally sold at 20-25 dananir for 10 ratls. but the silk 

of Persia or first-class Spanish silk commanded even higher 

prices (in the range of 30-33 dananir). Sources do not 

indicate information on silk prices in the cotintries of 

origin, but a price of approximately 1/2-1 dinar per kg. is 
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Table 2. Prices of silk cloth in Fatimid Egypt (11th and 
12th centuries) adapted from Ashtor 1969, p. 143. 

Date Place Quantity Price 

2nd half of 
11th c. (unnamed) 

Alexandria 

Beginning 
of 12th c. 
1150-1151 
Evidently the 
2nd half of 
the 12th c. 

10 ratls a 24.1 din. 
20-25,0 " 
17-32.5 " b 

20-28 1/4" 
" 20-21 

22-30 

a. 1 rati = -.57 kgs. 
b. The price for silk of Sus, Persian city famous for silk 

manufacturing, 
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reported in documents from Sicily and Tunisia in the 

eleventh century (Goitein 1967, p. 223). 

Accounts from the eleventh to the thirteenth 

centuries are filled with information about slaves that were 

imported into the Muslim world from distant places, e.g., 

the Caucasus, subSaharen Africa, and western Europe (Goitein 

1967, pp. 130-47; Ashtor 1969 Passim). Their natural 

general utility as well as high transport costs made slaves 

very valuable and this high value provided protection for 

slaves, who were moreover protected by various religious 

laws and proscriptions. A discussion of slave prices is 

therefore even more complex than that of other medieval 

commodities because of the very nature of the subject. In 

the first place, terminology is confusing, e.g., ̂ abd and 

ghul^ often carry connotati other than slave, making 

it difficult to decipher medieval accounts. An even more 

important consideration concerns tha extent to which slave 

prices v/ere dependent on a variety of factors that might not 

necessarily have been strictly economic. The multitude of 

variables that existed in the medieval slave market is 

confotinded by the fact that there were agents who were 

legally slaves but allowed to do business on their own 

account. Occasionally the master would provide a service 

for the slave rather than vice versa (Goitein 1967, 

p. 133). Furthermore, two of the medieval rulers of Egypt 
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Shajar-al-Durr 

(648/1250) were former slaves, demonstrating the degree of 

social mobility possible within medieval Islam (Hitti 1970, 

pp. 456-7. 671-2). Thus, all these factors suggest that it 

would be hazardous to formulate a schedule of slave prices 

that purported to represent a general trend. 

Fortunately, the price of peppers is not nearly so 

subjective as is the case with that of slaves. Also, there 

is a great deal of information from the period. Like 

grains, spices were usually traded in very large quantities, 

then broken up and resold in smaller amounts at local §Uqs, 

for which the Geniza does not offer an accounting. Around 

442/1050, an increase is reported in al-Fustat from 80 to 85 

dananir per 218 kgs., but ten years later 229 kgs. sold for 

80 dananir (Goitein 1967, p. 220). In 504/1110, approxi

mately 170 kgs. sold for 83 1/4 dananir. During the same 

period prices in Alexandria ranged from 55 or 60-100 or even 

200 dananir for the same quantity (Goitein 1967, p. 221). 

At the end of the eleventh century and the beginning of 

the twelfth, normal pepper prices in Egypt became as high as 

45-62 dananir per 82 kgs. And in parts of Sicily and 

Tunisia, Cairene and Tunisian merchants sold pepper at 15-33 

dananir for 45.4 kgs., or as high as 38 dananir if sold to 

Europeans (Goitein 1967, p. 221). Pepper arriving from 

various distant places via the Red Sea sold for an average 
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of thirteen dananir per 45.4 kgs. In al-Fustat, while the 

same shipment could be resold in Southern Europe for an 

average price of 34 dananir. 



CHAPTER 6 

THE DECLINE OF THE FATIMID DINAR 
AND THE END OF BIMETALLISM 

The reign of the caliph al-Mustan~Ir (427-87/ 

1036-94) has been referred to several times as a period of 

economic decline, when a number of negative forces be-

leaguered the Fatimid Empire and left it internally weak. 

Thus, the Christians who captured Jerusalem in 492/1099 

initially met with negligible resistance as the eastern half 

of Islam was being carved up by Persian and Turkish con-

tenders, and the Fatimid Empire itself was in the process of 

disintegration. In fact, the golden age of Fa~imid rule was 

past: her Levantine and Maghribi satellites had been going 

their own way since the middle of the eleventh century 

(Hitti 1970, pp. 621-23; Goitein 1967, passim). The Fa~imid 

accomplishment had never really lain in waging full-scale 

wars, anyway. Their strength lay in organizing and adminis-

tering the commercial network of the southern and eastern 

Mediterranean. The first break in this structure occurred 

when al-~akim alienated the Byzantines through his treatment 

of the Melkite Christians (Shaban 1976, p. 209). As a 

result, Palestine was lost to the Fa!imids, and, in 406/ 

1015, Basil II (976-1025) diverted all of Byzantine commerce 

87 
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away from Egypt toward Palestine (Shahan 1976, p. 209). The 

stage was set for subsequent events : the rise of the zirids 

in Tunisia and the ultimate victory of the Almoravids over 

all the Maghrib; the establishment of the Latin states in 

the Levant, and, eventually, the total eclipse of the 

Fa~imid state. Under these conditions one might expect to 

find a corresponding deterioration in the coinage of 

later Fa~imid sovereigns. Yet, in this case the numismatic 

evidence is to the contrary, i.e., as Fa~imid power eroded, 

their coinage was maintained at a high standard, even 

advancing at times. Why? In order to understand the 

apparent anomoly it is first necessary to look at the 

disturbances that occurred in the Fatimid domains during the 

late eleventh and twelfth centuries. 

Al-Mustan~ir came to the throne as a mere youth just 

as his grandfather and father had been before him (Hitti 

1970, pp. 602-21). Despite the diminution of the empire 

upon his accession, al-Mustan~Ir was the wealthiest of the 

Fatimid caliphs (Hitti 1970, p. 626). He also ruled longer 

than any other sovereign in Islamic history; moreover, it 

was the name of al-Mustan~Ir that was pronounced in the 

Baghdad mosques for "forty successive Fridays" (Hitti 1970, 

pp. 621-2). But these facts merely serve to underscore a 

fundamental weakness in policy 

al-Mustan~Tr. 

during the reign of 
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First of all, an appropriate response to the 

flooding of the Nile was lacking since the lands recovered 

from the Inundation were not placed under cultivation 

(al-Maqrizi 1962, p. 24). Prices began to climb dramatical

ly as is demonstrated by Table 1 in the last chapter. Loaves 

of bread were going for fifteen dananlr and the people 

turned to eating dogs and cats. The low esteem in which the 

Isma "ili ideal of the amamate came to be held is echoed in 

the sardonic cry of a woman who was forced to barter a 

valuable heirloom for a small portion of flour: "Inhabitants 

of Cairo, raise your voices in praise of your master, 

MustanfTr, whose reign is for the people, thanks to God, 

a source of happiness. Providence has confirmed the 

fortunes of his beneficent administration, since I have just 

acquired this pancake for a thousand dananlr!" (al-MaqrTzi 

1962, pp. 25-16). In such a climate the military naturally 

began to assert itself and the Turkish guard vied with the 

Nubians for the preeminent position in the state (Ashtor 

1969, p. 115). 

As the economy lagged and the internal administra

tion began to fall apart, the environs of the Fatimid 

heartland were striking an independent path. The Levantine 

territories were the first to secede in 435/1043, but they 

were soon to be followed by the Maghrib where the banu-Hilal 

and Sulaym originally of Najd but late of Upper Egypt, were 
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instigated in 1052 to move (Hitti 1970, p. 621). Coincident 

with this invasion of Arab tribes into the region was 

penetration from the Atlantic side of Africa as the Sanhaja 

people of Berber extraction formed the religious group that 

came to be known as al-Murabit, or after they conquered 

Spain, the Almoravids (Goitein 1967, p. 41). And it is 

this dynasty that posed the first great threat to the 

Fatimid dinar after they wrested control of the Maghrib away 

from the zirids in the latter part of the eleventh century. 

Modern examination of the Fa~imid dinar in this 

period demonstrates tremendous success in the sphere of gold 

coinage production (Ehrenkreutz 1963, pp. 261-62). Their 

suzerainty over the entire North African coastal area had 

permitted them access, as noted above, to the gold imports 

of Nubia and West Africa, but the stability of their dananir 

was due primarily to the efficiency of their minting 

processes. They maintained a fixed weight standard as well 

as a degree of fineness of 98 percent and above. Even the 

coinage presently existing from the reign of al-Mustan~ir is 

characterized by an excellent standard, and according to 

Ehrenkreutz (1963) and Messier (1974) the standard was 

sustained until well into the twelfth century. Even though 

the Almoravids took over the gold routes that passed through 

Sljilmasa, samples of the coins of both dynasties have 

revealed the Fa~imid currency to adhere to a median fineness 
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of from 96.4 percent to 97.4 percent while the Almoravid 

coins sampled from both Spain and North Africa demonstrate a 

fineness of 91.5 percent to 92.2. percent (Messier 1974, 

p. 337). Even the Zirid coinage, which was probably issued 

from the former Fatimid mints and tooled by the same 

craftsmen, sustained a standard (96.5 percent of purity) 

higher than that of their successors. However, Messier 

(1974, pp. 334) goes on to report that Egypt made a "con

scious effort to obtain the Almoravid dinar" and he con

cludes that this currency was therefore more valuable than 

any other circulating in Egypt at the time. Similarly, the 

Geniza merchants write that ca. 494/1100 they were sending 

agents to the west with silver in order to buy "dinars, 

Murabitis, Aghmatis [dananir minted in the town of Aghmat in 

Morocco beginning ca. 481/1088], or quarters [at that time 

Sicilian coins minted by Normans], but not one shred of 

textiles." The Almoravid dananTr were beginning to replace 

the Fatimid coinage in international trade in the late 

decades of the eleventh century. Below is a small sample of 

the exchange of dananir ca. 494/1100, listed according to 

type of dinar; 
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Al-Mahdiwa Almoravid Fatimld Price 

170 — 60 2-5/6 

80 30-22/24 — 2-14/24 

78-22/24 30 1/8 — same 

(Goitein 1967, p, 236) 

In the meanwhile, events were transpiring in the 

eastern Mediterranean that would place an even greater 

strain on the Fatimid dinar. During the Syrian campaign of 

1030, the Byzantines suffered a major defeat and their camp 

was overrun by the Muslims who captured the imperial tent 

which contained a great deal of the emperor's treasure 

(Grierson 1954, p. 388). Thus the emperor, Romanus III 

(1028-34) instituted stiff tax collection measures in order 

to finance the imperial establishment. Under his successor, 

Michael III (1034-41), the bezant (nomisma) began to suffer 

debasement (Grierson 1961, pp. 91-94).5 Although there was 

a temporary increase in purity during the original issues of 

Constantine IX (1042-55) which reveal a standard of twenty-

four carats, the bezant was as low as twelve carats in the 

reign of Michael VII (1071-78) (Grierson 1954, p. 379). 

After the decisive defeat of the Byzantine army at Manzikert 

^Until the late medieval communes of Europe adopted 
the practice of using the consolidated public debt in order 
to shift the cost of present extraordinary expenditures onto 
later generations, debasement was the principal means of 
filling gaps created by budgetary deficits (Lopez, 1951, 
p. 229). 
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in 1071 by Turkish forces, the bezant eventually declined to 

its nadir at eight carats (or 31-36 percent pure) during the 

reign of Nicephorus III (1078-81). 

The debasement of Byzantine coinage in the region 

during the latter half of the eleventh century turned out to 

be a mere prelude to much more severe monetary pressures in 

the twelfth century as Crusader influences began to be felt 

in the Fa^iaid economy. In the earlier part of the eleventh 

century, there was about a two percent difference in the 

standard of fineness between dananir struck in Fatimid Egypt 

(97.4 percent) and that of her eastern provinces where the 

median standard was 95.6 percent (Messier 1974, p. 35). 

Even though such a difference, if represented in a payment 

of one hundred dananir. amounted to "a month's salary for a 

skilled laborer" in Egypt, the Levantine standard under the 

Fatimid regime was much higher than that of either the 

Almoravid or Byzantine gold coinage (Messier 1974, p. 33). 

And Fa-^imid coins continued to circulate in Syria and 

Palestine until well after the fall of Jerusalem. However, 

there is a noted deterioration in issues from the mints at 

Akka (495/1101), Ascalon (510/1116), Ayla (514/1120), and 

Tyre (516/1122) (Ehrenkreutz 1954, p. 507). Upon further 

inspection it has been shown that these later Fatimid issues 

in the Palestinian area were counterfeit dananir struck by 
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the Crusaders (Ehrenkreutz 1964; Watson 1967, p. 11; Lopez 

1951, p. 227; Rabie 1972, p. 165). 

As indicated in the introductory chapter to this 

study, the monetary authorities in medieval systems often 

found it necessary to debase new issues in order to drive 

old, worn coins out of circulation as a precautionary 

measure since a worn coinage invites counterfeiting. Coun

terfeiters were able to pass lightweight coins into circula

tion without being noticed if the major currency were in bad 

condition. Indeed, there is some speculation among medieval 

economic historians that the Italian moneyers (owners of 

mints who received official authorization to strike coins of 

the realm) were imitating Muslim as well as Byzantine coins 

as early as the ninth century (Lopez 1953, p. 21). In the 

case of the Christian Crusaders, there is sound documenta

tion of their counterfeiting activity. According to ibn 

Khillikan, the Franks who captured Tyre in 518/1124 contin

ued to mint gold coins there in the name of al-~ir for 

three years (Watson 1967, p. 10). They were probably using 

dies that they had captured; thus, it is difficult to 

distinguish these issues from other Fa~imid danan1r. Later, 

the Crusaders issued imperfect imitations with the inscrip

tions blundered and the weight diminished to between three 

and three-and-one-half grams, or one gram less than the 

weight of the standard weight of the dinar (Watson 1967, 
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p. 100; Lopez 1951, p. 227). This counterfeiting continued 

until 1250 when Pope Innocent IV (1243-54) learned that 

gold was being used to praise Muhammad, and he excommuni-

cated the men responsible for such an infamous act (Watson 

1967, p. 8). The intrepid Crusaders were undaunted, 

however, as a mint in Acre continued to issue the imitation 

Fatimid coins, with Christian legends substituted for the 

references to Muhammad and the Islamic year, for another 

seven years. 

The effects of this activity are generally agreed 

upon, viz. that the gold coins of the Crusaders represented, 

as two French researchers have put it: "une monnaie de 

valeur, international ... capable d'~tre 
~ 

le moyen d'echange 

par excellence dans les transactions de cette partie de 

l'orient mediterranean" (Ehrenkreutz 1964, pp. 167-68). 

Following Gresham's Law, gold and silver both tend to shift 

away from areas where they are undervalued to those where 

they are more highly valued. In this context, this meant 

Europe and the Levant. The Christian leaders responsible 

for the administrative and fiscal organization of the 

Latin states in the Middle East originated from western 

European lands where the silver standard had predominated 

for several centuries. In order to control the economic 

base of their new territories it became necessary to align 

their monetary concepts and practices with the conditions 
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that prevailed in the Levant where two strong gold coins, 

the dlnay and the nomisma had enjoyed international pres

tige. Ehrenkreutz (1964, p. 169) contends that the Cru

saders had no choice but to imitate the local gold coinage. 

Some of the monetary problems of the Franklish 

kingdom are reminiscent of the challenges that confronted 

the caliphate in the first Muslim century. First of all, if 

the Crusaders relied on the influx of Byzantine and Muslim 

coins, the demand for gold coinage would have depended upon 

the supply of coins from foreign mints. Furthermore, the 

Franks had no established gold coinage; therefore, it would 

probably not have been accepted in international markets 

anyway, especially since their hold on the Levant was very 

tenuous. Faced with the prospect of counterfeiting, they 

had to choose a coin that was already acceptable. Zt is 

quite probable that the Crusaders may have experimented in 

the market with various kinds of Byzantine and Muslim gold 

coins before discovering that the Fa-^imld dananlr had 

the greatest market value (Ehrenkreutz 1964, pp. 170-75). 

An examination of 142 Fatlmld specimens struck 

before the end of the eleventh century has revealed that 

85.2 percent of these coins demonstrate a fineness of 98 

percent and above. Similarly, in a sample of forty-three 

Syrian dananir of the same period, 81.3 percent fell within 

a standard of fineness of 96-98 percent (Ehrenkreutz 1964, 
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p. 174). If the Crusaders had exactly imitated the Patimid 

coinage there would have been no severe monetary conse

quences. But, comparative analysis of the specific gravi

ties of legally minted Fatimid coins with counterfeit 

dananir reveals a major difference. Most of the Crusader 

coins were imitations of dananir minted under al-Mustan^lr 

and cf al^Amur —52^/1,101.—30} • The danariir of 

al-Mustans"ir show a standard of fineness of 96 percent or 

above in nearly ninety percent of the specimens, while 76.5 

percent of the '^irl dananir are in the range of 96 percent 

fineness, with none of a standard of fineness less than 

ninety percent struck after 518/1124 (Ehrenkreutz 1964, 

pp. 176-77). The coinage of the Crusaders, on the other 

hand, exhibits very poor quality. Only two of the fifty-

five specimens demonstrate a fineness above ninety percent, 

and 32.7 percent are not even seventy-five percent fine 

(Ehrenkreutz 1964, p. 78). 

It is not possible to determine today whether the 

poor quality of the Crusader imitations was the result of 

deliberate policy or simply of ignorance, but, in any event, 

the debased pseudo-Fatimid dananir seriously damaged the 

reputation of the Fatimid gold currency. The loss of 

confidence in the integrity of Egyptian dananir doubtless 

caused a widespread tendency toward gold hoarding. But the 

Fatimid authorities instituted measures to preserve the 
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quality of the dinar: a) in 514/1120, a special investiga

tion was undertaken into the problems of the minting 

production; (b) the caliph, al-Amir, instituted a minting 

criterion which "could not be surpassed"; (c) in 516/1122, 

an additional mint was established in Cairo as well as 

another at Qus to compensate for the loss of the Syrian 

mints (Ehrenkreutz 1964, pp. 178-79: Rabie 1972, p. 165). 

There are no specimens from the Qu^ mint dated after 

519/1125; therefore, it may have ceased to operate at that 

time. In 1168 al-Pustat was destroyed so that mint was also 

closed. Thus, at the end of the Fatimid dynasty only two 

minting locations, Cairo and Alexandria, remained of the 

network that had existed in the eleventh century 

(Ehrenkreutz 1954, p. 508). The mint at Qus probably closed 

so abruptly because the circulation of gold had already 

declined significantly (Ehrenkreutz 1964, p. 179). These 

supply and production deficiencies meant, of course, that 

the new Fatimid coinage was merely hoarded and exported as 

coins of lower value from neighboring lands flooded the 

Egyptian market. The Fatimid caliphate was by that time 

(mid-twelfth century) too weak politically and economically 

to offer sufficient backing for its dinar which had already 

lost its former prestige because of the counterfeit Crusader 

coinage. And, as the demise of the dynasty beccune more 

eminent, it is more than probable that citizens hoarded as 
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much of the valuable dananlr as possible in order to 

hedge against the passible economic collapse that often 

accompanies a change in regime. 

The decline of the Fatimid dinar as the internation

al medium of exchange ushered in another of the monetary 

crises so characteristic of the Middle Ages. Although the 

co2.ns wssrs sufifi.n scsnc 

of the gap left in international exchange, it suffered a 

fate similar to that of the Fatimid dinar as King Alfonso 

VIII of Leon and Castile (1158-1214) imitiated it (Hitti 

1970, p. 542). Therefore, Muslim gold was increasingly 

drained off into Christian hands throughout the twelfth to 

fifteenth centuries. And, for a while, silver was so scarce 

that it could not provide substituiton for the dinar. 

In the Levant and Asia Minor, silver coins, previously 

struck at more than a dozen towns, became rare after 360/970 

and had completely disappeared by 481/1027-28; but, then, 

towards the end of the thirteenth century silver began to 

reappear in abundance in the Muslim world and soon displaced 

gold as the basis of many currencies (Blake 1937, p. 291; 

Watson 1967, pp. 1-2). 

One theory for the "silver famine" of the Muslim 

world in the tenth to thirteenth centuries concerns the 

internecine warfare of the petty dynasties in the east 

seeking to replace the 'kbbasid caliphate in Baghdad, i.e.. 
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ca. 365/975 the Samanid dynasty lost control of the most 

important mines in Zarafshan, the Arabs having lost those in 

Armenia a century earlier (Blake 1937, 293-309). Later, the 

Punjab was conquered by the Muslims and large quantities of 

silver were exported to India. The flow of darahim to 

Europe may have been even more significant, though (Watson 

1967, pp. 4-5). Vast quantities of darahim have been 

found in Russia and Scandanavia. Furthermore, the low price 

of gold in Western Europe where practically no gold was 

minted may have attracted silver from other regions where it 

was less highly valued (e.g., Egypt and the Maghrib). At 

the same time, gold would have tended to flow toward the 

east, especially Egypt, until the advent of the Almoravid 

and Latin states caused gold to flow into those domains. 

Nevertheless, much of the silver which allowed Islamic mints 

to strike darahim seems to have come from Europe (Watson, 

1967, p. 7). When the Crusaders first began their minting 

activity they were using gold from Europe, but there was not 

enough so they had to import a great deal of silver, as 

well, which can be discerned by the existence of hoards of 

silver found along the coast of the eastern Mediterran-

ean. Evidently, the Franks were striking coins long before 

the Muslims resumed dirham production (Watson, 1967, p. 8). 

Fatimid darahim suffered from problems early in the , . 
dynasty. It has been indicated in the preceding chapter that 
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the value of the dirnam was extremely low in the eleventh 

century (Rabie 1972, p. 166). The fact that there were no 

silver mines in Egypt, and the greater utility of gold as 

well as its relative abundance, meant that silver was not in 

very high demand during most of the Fa~imid dynasty. The 

dirham eventually disappeared from Egypt (Ashtor 1969, 

p. 128). But, even at a time of extreme scarcity, the 

exchange rate fluctuated a . great deal, e.g., in the middle 

of the twelfth century, one fi.nds reports of a dinar equal 

to anywhere from sixteen to thirty-four, or even forty-two, 

darahim (Rabie 1972, p. 168). The standard of fineness had 

fallen from 81-88 percent purity maintained under al-Aziz to 

as low as 25-30 percent under al-Adid (555-67/1160-71), the 

last Fa~imid caliph. 

In Egypt, North Africa and Spain the end of the 

silver famine is more difficult to date precisely than in 

the Levant. The AyyUbids in Damascus resumed the coining of 

silver in 570/1174-75 and some years later in ijama and 

Aleppo they began minting darahim (579/1183-84)(Watson 1967, 

p. 5). By the 1240's silver had completely displaced gold 

as the basis of the AyyUbid currency in Syria. In the 

meanwhile, North Afirca was receiving a quite unexpected 

influx of silver coinage from Europe. There were some mints 

in southern France that were counterfeiting the half-dirham 

of the Muwahhid dynasty (539-668/1144-1269)(Watson 1967, . . 
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p. 11). The coin, known as the 
\ 

millares or milliarensis, 

carried the legend "There is no god but Allah; Muqammad is 

his apostle; the Mahdi is our imam." The last phrase 

demonstrates a Fa~imid influence since the Muwaqpids were 

- (-not ,Shi i. Even more astounding is the fact that church 

officials were involved in the business of minting the 

\ 

millares (Bisson 1957, p. 465). They were finally prohi-

bited by Louis IX (1226-70) around the year 1263 although a 

few nobles continued to allow production into the 1270's 

(Watson 1967, pp. 12-13). Thus, the practice of counter-

feiting Fa~imid dananir begun by Crusaders over a century 

earlier had come full circle to the counterfeiting of Muslim 

darahim now that the gold standard was dead in dar al-Islam. 



CHAPTER 7 

CONCLUSION 

The early Muslim dynasties established a monetary 

system that allowed for consolidation of an empire which 

eventually stretched from the borders of China in the east 

to the Atlantic in the west. In the center of that empire 

were Egypt and Syria, the entrepots for east-west trade of 

the period, and in these lands the bimetallic system was 

developed to a greater extent than elsewhere throughout 

medieval Islam. The Byzantine Empire also maintained a 

bimetallic system, and it was in fact the Byzantine gold 

coin, the nomisma. which provided tha model for the Arab 

dinar while the Persian drachma served as inspiration 

for the dirham. The Muslim monetary system eclipsed that of 

Byzantium, however, in the Middle Ages. During the third/ 

ninth through the sixth/twelfth centuries the Egyptian dinar 

of various Independent dynasties became the major currency 

in the region. Of these gold coins, the Fatimid enjoyed the 

greatest prestige for the longest period of time. 

The reasons for the supremacy of the Fatimid dinar 

are complex. Regional economic forces that had been at work 

for centuries had much to do with the process. First of 

103 
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all, gold as a commodity is held in greater value than its 

substitute, silver. During the Middle Ages the sources for 

gold were, more plentiful in Africa than elsewhere in the 

Mediterranean trading community. Western Europe was 

particularly deficient in gold supplies and was, as a 

result, on a silver standard. The lands of the former 

Persian Empire also sustained a primarily argentiferous 

standard since they contained significant sources of 

silver ore. Because gold was more highly valued than 

silver, much greater quantities of silver were required to 

purchase goods; thus, areas characterized by a silver 

monetary system necessarily encountered persistent balance 

of payments problems. When Byzantium had controlled Egypt, 

she had had access to the large supplies of gold available 

in southern Egypt as well as in Nubia. After the Muslims 

conquered this territory, they ware able to combine the 

resources of the Arabian Peninsula with those of Egypt 

thereby gaining a comparative advantage in the medieval 

gold market. Later Muslim dynasties also gained control 

over the trade routes to subSaharan Africa which permitted 

them access to the very fine gold of Ghana. 

The first Fatimid base of power was constructed in 

what is now Tunisia, the strategic link between subSaharan 

Africa and the Mediterranean. As a result, the Fatimids 

were able to issue coins of the finest gold from the 
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beginning of the dynasty. A strong monetary system gave the 

Fatimids purchasing power superior to that of their neigh

bors and allowed the eventual conquest of Egypt as well as 

most of Syria and much of Arabia. For nearly a century the 

Fatimid dynasty held a near monopoly over gold. Meanwhile, 

the silver supplies of the Baghdad caliphate had dwindled 

until the point that a "silver famine" was created through

out the Muslim regions. This condition reinforced Fatimid 

dominion over commerce between Europe and the Far East. 

Mints proliferated throughout the fourth to fifth/ 

tenth to eleventh centuries in the Fatimid domain which 

included most of North Africa and Sicily in addition to 

Egypt and parts of Syria as well as Arabia at the height of 

the Shi ^i caliphate. The skill of the Egyptian metal 

craftsmen produced darianir of unparalleled quality. The 

measures employed were exacting and based upon the most 

current scientific information. The Fatimids also pursued 

minting policies that served to stabilize the value of the 

coinage, viz, they permitted unlimited mintage as well as 

the right to melt or export when the precious metal was more 

valuable as a commodity or in another country. 

The generally liberal economic policies of the 

Fatimid administration fostered commerce and laid the basis « 

for the vast amount of capital that accumulated within the 

empire. Various merchants either engaged in moneychanging 



106 

themselves or financed others as a means to tap some of the 

capital for reinvestment. Thus began the growth of finan

cial intermediation in medieval Egypt. The moneychanging 

markets of Cairo and Alexandria were but a step removed form 

the great banking houses that would evolve in Europe a short 

time later. A variety of financial instruments and methods 

were created or adopted from earlier practices in order to 

keep apace of the economic growth experienced during this 

period of Egyptian and Levantine history. 

The collapse of the Fatisild economy was heralded by 

events that took place as early as the beginning of the 

fifth/eleventh century when flooding of the Nile began to 

affect the agricultural sector. This problem led to an 

inflationary trend that worsened throughout most of that 

century. This trend was deepened by consumption patterns of 

the expanding urban population that had ready access to the 

gold money of the realm. As Egyptian exports d^^findled in 

international markets, imports increased since the Fatimid 

dinar was the most desirable currency of the era. Although 

the Fatimid caliphate did not respond with appropriate 

measures either in the agricultural or monetary spheres, 

prices began to stabilize at lower levels in the latter 

part of the century and continued this pattern into the 

sixth/twelfth century. 
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The increase in agricultural production at this time 

might have restored the economy and recovered much of the 

gold drained off earlier had it not been for various 

disturbances that emanated from shifts in international 

relations that occurred throughout the fifth to sixth/ 

eleventh to twelfth centuries in the Mediterranean world. 

The Fa~imids lost the major trading route with subSaharan 

Africa to the Almoravids thereby terminating one of the most 

important sources of gold for the caliphal mints. In the 

Levant the change in the balance of power culminated in the 

rise of the Latin States. The new powers that flanked 

Fa~imid Egypt in the sixth/twelfth century competed success

fully for much of the trade that had formerly been con-

trolled by Fa~imid merchants. Nevertheless, Egyptian 

produce remained a staple in Mediterranean commerce, and 

shipping through the Red Sea provided additional support. 

Thus, the situation, though not as favorable as in the 

fourth/tenth century, was not without promise. 

The promise was not realized, however, and a major 

factor contributing to the Fa~imid failure was the loss of 

prestige suffered by the dinar in the sixth/twelfth 

century. The dfnar maintained a very high degree of 

fineness during this period despite the sharp curtailment of 

gold from Ghana. The currencies of surrounding powers, 

i.e., the Almoravids, Byzantines, and Crusaders, were all 
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inferior in quality. Indeed, the Crusaders imitated the 

Fatimid dinar and minted debased counterfeit issues. As a 

result, the Fatimid coinage was quickly drained off the 

market to other areas as well as through hoarding. Exports 

were not sufficient to resupply the market in time to save 

the situation. Furthermore, the minting authority raised 

the standard to an even higher degree of excellence, a 

measure that merely served to accelerate the demand for 

Fatimid damanir. Finally, the Fatimid caliphate was unable 

to provide backing for its coinage, and subsequent dynasties 

were forced to adopt a monometallic system based on silver 

thereby bringing to a close the traditional bimetallic 

monetary system of classical Islam. 



APPENDIX A 

EXPLANATION OF THE METHODS OF 
DATING AND TRANSLITERATION 

Thfee systems of dating are utilized an this study; 

1) When the source has indicated both the Muslim and 

corresponding Christian date, both are used, with the 

Christian date following the Muslim. (In the absts'act and 

first chapter "A.H.", anno heqirae. and "A.D,", anno dominl, 

are referred to in order to clarify the order of citation. 

This type of date is also used when a source provides either 

a Muslim or Christian date in its entirety, e.g., July 16, 

622 = 1 A.H., thus 1/622). 

2) Christian dates are provided for events that refer 

solely to Byzantine or European history. 

3) When a source indicates only a Christian year or 

century (e.g., Goitein) and there is insufficient informa

tion to determine the exact Muslim date, then the date 

provided by source is applied. 

The transliteration system applied in this work is that 

used by the International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies. 
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APPENDIX B 

THE EXCHANGE RATE OF GOLD AND SILVER MONEY (375-579/ 
986-1183) 

Place Date Dinar;Darahim 
al-Fus'tat 375/986 1  30 

II * 393/1003 1  37.7  
Alexandria ca. 395-426/1005-1035 1  33.5  
al-Fustat 411-21/1020-30 1  38-40 
Egypta ca. 437/1045 1  33 1 /3  

ir 448-52/1056-60 1  40 
al-Fustat 437-58/1045-65 1  37 
Alexandriab 442-58/1050-55 1  36 
Jerusalem 442-63/1050-70 1  36.  5  
Alexandria 452-73/1080-80 1  42-50 
Egypt-Tunisia 452-73/1060-80 1  less than 50 
Alexandriab 442-83/1050-90 1  60-62.5  
Lower Egypt ca. 489/1095 1  50 
al-Fusta1;c ca. 494/1100 1  38.5-43 
Alexandria ca. 496/1102 1  106.6  

d 519-40/1125-45 1  12 .5  
Qalyub-Fustat ca. 535/1140 1  35 
Alexandria ca. 588/1143 1  35.7  
Ascalon 537/1150 1 34.3-42 
al-Fustat ca. 575 or 579/1179 or 1183 1  37.5  

(Golteln 1965, pp. 1-46) 

a Source indicates country and not city of origin. 
b Data is derived from two separate medieval sources. 
c The unusually high exchange rate may be due to the fact 

that the darahim are of local emission; therefore, they 
are extremely debased. 

d The source Indicates that these are darahim nuqra, i.e., 
pure silver coins; hence, the low exchange rate. 
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